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Introduction

Polaris is a world of fantastic Middle Ages. Strict and cruel customs here coexist with amazing sprouts of the future, swords and crossbows with the first power plants and railways. Emperor Adrian leads the state along a difficult path of reforms and progress. Powerful feudal lords weave sophisticated intrigues, raise rebellions in the struggle for power. The Church also has enormous influence, because in the world of Polaris no one doubts the existence of gods. The gods do not stand aside: they send people gifts - incomprehensible Sacred Objects. Scripture says: in the Objects lies a great power, capable of healing diseases, controlling the elements, destroying obstacles. The secret of this power was lost many centuries ago…
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1. COIN

March 21, 1774, from the Descent of the Foremothers

Smolden, Duchy of Almera

Smolden—so the town was called—sat on the eastern edge of the Duchy of Almera, nestled among ruddy clay hills, beside the meager trickle of the Little Serpent River. Instead of a fortress wall, the town was ringed by an earthen rampart, crowned by a palisade—more for show than for defense. Built of stout logs, the gate tower was broad, squat, and dependable—like a boar seated on its rear.

The gates stood wide open, and two spearmen loitered in the shade, chatting idly and casting friendly glances at the passing travelers. Smolden welcomed visitors, especially on market days.

From the Gate Square, a cobbled road led deeper into the town, its stones clattering under hooves and wheels as it gradually climbed the central hill. The houses, built of clay and timber, stood loose and scattered, leaving room for courtyards and alleys. Laundry flapped from ropes; geese waddled along the edges of the road; a solemn, dirt-smudged boy perched on a doorstep, and a ginger cat lay sunning nearby. Folk drifted toward the heart of town—Market Square—gathering in gossiping clusters as they went.

Closer to the cathedral, and higher up the hill, homes grew larger and made of stone, some even two stories high. A copper jug swung above one door, a tin pretzel above another, a boot above a third.

The scent of the local wine—sour and vile—drifted from an open cellar door made of heavy oak. The cathedral of Smolden was vast, powerful, and hideous. Harmon had long since noticed: the smaller the town, the greater the church. Cities lacking in beauty or glory poured their coin into their temples—their only source of pride. To Harmon’s mind, it was a waste. No visiting noble would be awed, and as for the Holy Foremothers, dead these seventeen centuries—surely they cared little for the size of a sanctuary.

The southern face of the cathedral was shrouded in scaffolding, the unfinished tower jutting upward like a crooked branch. The northern tower, by contrast, a grand and hulking thing, loomed ominously over Market Square. Its shadow blanketed an entire block. Above the portal, a bronze disk bearing the Sacred Spiral rivaled a windmill in size, and the singing horns encircling the spire glittered like diamonds in the sun. They sang the songs of Sunday morning—and it seemed as if the very wind howled with solemn joy over Smolden.

Market Square teemed with life. Merchants had set up their stalls and carts around its edges, drawing half the crowd; the other half surged toward the center, where a troupe of performers had erected a raised platform and a striped tent. It was there, amid the noise and bustle of Smolden's market, that Harmon Paula Roger resolved to hire himself a new guard.

The crowd howled, cheered, and whistled. Harmon liked a crowd—it warmed him, and helped him think. Arriving late, he lingered at the back, thoughts straying to Doxet—the old soldier who had served him loyally for fifteen years.

Just yesterday, at the inn, Doxet had come to him, voice thick with oil and wine: “Master… my time's come, hasn't it? I've served long, served true… earned something, haven’t I?”

Harmon had given him two silver agatas—nearly a fortune, in Dokset’s measure. One went straight into his boot, but the second? That second was "extra."

By dawn, Dokset had been found sprawled across the inn’s threshold, three steps shy of making it to bed. Snipe, Curl, and Curling himself had tried to wake him. Only Harmon had made real progress—after dousing him with a bucket of cold water. Doxet rolled onto his back, rubbed a hand over one eye, blinked up blearily, and croaked, “Maaaaster…” then fell right back asleep.

Now Snipe and Curling were guarding Louisa and the cart of wares back at the inn, and Harmon wandered around the market alone. The empty space behind his left shoulder—where a guard ought to be—felt uncomfortably cold, and the purse of silver at his side felt all the more exposed.


Doxet’s spent, Harmon thought. Once a sword, but now he’s rust. Useless as a three-legged nag. And Snipe alone isn’t enough. Curl and Curling are farmers—good lads, but brawny oafs. They know an oxbow better than a blade. I need better than that.


He needed someone of stature—the kind of man you wouldn’t be ashamed to walk beside into a baron’s hall. A true warrior, not a worn husk like Dokset, nor a deserter like Snipe. A man in mail, a good bastar sword at his belt, perhaps a bow on his back. Broad-shouldered, upright—the kind a crowd like this would part for by instinct. Harmon was broad himself… but unarmed, round of belly, and shorter by a head than the warrior he imagined. So the crowd didn’t part for him—and he had to elbow his way forward, guarding his purse as he went, drawn by the wild cheers ahead.

He grinned. This, he decided, was a fine place to find himself a man. On the platform, there were mock battles.

The jesters, who’d organized the spectacle, called out to the crowd. One yelled, “Are there any brave souls in Smolden?!”

“Who will dare step onto the platform and challenge fate itself?” another cried.

A third shouted, “Who will throw their opponent straight into the depths of the abyss and earn a mug or two of gold… copper coins?”

There were three jesters: a short, quick fellow in a motley coat with little bells, a smiling red-haired girl in a dress and a white apron, and a deliberately pompous figure in a tall hat made of tree bark.

The hat resembled a watchtower—probably an imitation of the Duke of Almera's coat of arms. It kept slipping down over his eyes or onto the back of his head, and he kept adjusting it, muttering strange curses under his breath.

The colorful one ran along the edge of the platform, shouting, “Has this city truly sunk into peaceful living? Have warriors forgotten the taste of swords and the scent of horses?”

There was no shortage of volunteers to fight—a good dozen crowded at the entrance to the platform. The jesters grinned and dragged out the pause to stir up the excitement, while also picking out the more amusing pairs for the fights. Eventually, they brought out an eleven-year-old boy and a fat man with a rip in his shirt, through which his impressive belly showed.

“Choose your weapons, brave warriors!”

The weapons were fitting for the challenge: a crooked spear with an orange on the end, a club made from a bundle of straw, a sack of corn husks, a wooden sword covered in syrup… There was also armor: a pair of pillows tied with ropes, a wine barrel with arm slits, a helmet made of a wooden bowl, and a helmet carved from a gourd.

The boy chose a large turnip tied to a stick like a flail and, without hesitation, he charged. The fat man barely managed to grab the barrel and deflect the blow, but was left unarmed.

The boy pressed him, hopping around the platform, wildly spinning the turnip and whistling recklessly.

“What treachery!” shouted one of the jesters.

“The little imp is overcome by the thirst for blood!” yelled another.

“He doesn’t let the good knight arm himself with his barrel and mug!” cried a third. “The knight's armor is already cracking under the blows!”

The fat man finally broke through the barrage of blows and grabbed the orange-tipped spear from the stand. He roared triumphantly and swung the weapon, hoping to hit the boy on the head, but he had no such luck.

The boy crouched, jumped sideways like a frog, and avoided the spear, then did it again. When the fat man swung for the third time, the boy was already by his feet and struck him on the shin with the turnip.

“Ooooh!” cried the colorful jester.

“How painful!” yelled the girl.


“The poor knight has fallen to one knee!” declared the pompous one.

The fat man didn’t fall, nor did he seem to feel any pain. But he hesitated, unsure what to do, and in that moment the little imp seized his chance—he leapt up and struck the man squarely on the back of the head.

"Victoryyy! Victory to the little devil! From a fearsome blow to the head, the knight of the barrel has lost an eye! It flew over there—behind the good lady’s corset! Lady, have mercy—return the eye to our gallant warrior!"



The crowd roared with laughter, hooting and tossing copper coins onto the platform. The red-haired girl deftly scooped the coins into her apron, while the man with the tower-hat handed half of the haul to the boy.

"Who will be the next to test their fortune?!"

"Remember—victors of three battles shall face off in the fateful, decisive duel!"

Harmon Paula was completely absorbed in the spectacle. New fighters kept stepping up, shouting and charging at one another, while the jesters clowned around, and the spectators cracked jokes and roared with laughter. All kinds of people took to the platform—some strong and nimble, clearly no strangers to real weapons. Yet the crowd favored and rewarded most generously those who looked odd and fought with clumsy boldness.

The favorites soon emerged: the little imp of a boy; a hulking, hair-covered blacksmith who seemed more beast than man; a cross-eyed lad who fought wearing a pumpkin-helmet—and after his victory, tore it off and hungrily bit into it. Once, even a woman took the stage—a large, buxom matron.

Harmon laughed along with the others and tossed a few coins onto the stage himself, but his sharp eyes were assessing the fighters. Grooms, blacksmiths, drunkards, and children did not interest him. He was looking for those who bore the signs of true warriors. Even if the weapons were a joke, a fighter’s stance and the way he moved revealed real skill. And those willing to step into a mock fight weren’t overburdened with pride—an excellent quality, in Harmon’s view.

Soon he spotted the man he was looking for. The fellow was young but well-built; he fought bare-chested, muscles rippling across his chest and back. He had long chestnut hair, dark mustache and beard, and handsome, well-defined features—handsome enough that, with some polish, he might even pass for a nobleman.

Three times he stepped onto the platform, and each time he chose the same weapon: a wooden sword covered in sticky syrup. Sensing his skill, the jesters paired him against tougher opponents each round, but he dispatched them all with little effort. He wielded his makeshift sword well—at least, well enough by the standards of Smolden’s marketplace.

His opponents left the platform rubbing their bruises and dripping with syrupy stains, while the victor raised his "blade" in salute.

But the crowd wasn’t generous with him; they didn’t like the fact he took it all too seriously.

In the final match, the "Bloody Pretty Boy"—as the jesters had dubbed him—faced off against the "Beast-Blacksmith."

The blacksmith grabbed an orange-tipped spear in his right hand and a flail made from a smoked ham in his left. Pretty Boy once again chose the syrupy wooden sword.

Then the jesters blindfolded them both. The man with the tower hat announced: "A true hero triumphs even blind, for his hand is guided by—"

"His nose?" the colorful jester suggested.

"The gods!"

The fight began.

The blacksmith charged forward, swinging his spear wildly, hoping to feel out his opponent with the longer weapon before finishing him with the ham-flail.

Pretty Boy held his sword at the ready, managing to parry a few blows, but made no attempt to press the attack; he merely circled the platform. He was clearly hesitant, unsure how to approach an unseen opponent.


Encouraged by his own success, the blacksmith bellowed louder and swung his spear with increasing fury—until he accidentally smashed the hat off the tower-headed jester.
Splinters of bark flew everywhere.


The jester roared, "Curse the shovel that dug the rotten pit for your worthless seed, you wretched tree!"

The blacksmith turned toward the voice—and Pretty Boy attacked. His sword whistled close to the blacksmith’s chest. Sensing the movement of air, the blacksmith lashed out with both spear and ham. But Pretty Boy parried the spear, dodged the ham, and struck the blacksmith’s arm with his wooden sword.

"The Northern Beast has lost a paw! His mighty club has fallen! Bleeding, yet still he—"


Indeed, the blacksmith dropped the ham, but with his right hand, he flipped the spear back, gripping it near the head. When Pretty Boy swung again, the blacksmith lunged powerfully.
The orange burst against the boy’s bare chest, spraying juice everywhere. The boy was knocked back and landed squarely on his rear end.


The crowd exploded with laughter. The jesters removed the blindfolds and declared the blacksmith the winner. Coins rained down generously onto the stage.

As the boy descended the steps from the platform, Harmon caught his gaze. Anger. Frustration. Above all—wounded pride. Exactly what Harmon was looking for. He pushed through the crowd and clapped the boy on the shoulder.

"What's your name?" he asked.

"What’s it to you?" Pretty Boy grumbled.


"I’ve got work for a man with a sword. You do have a sword, don’t you?"


"I do."

"The Yellow Goose Inn. Evening songtime. If you're interested—come."

With that, Harmon Paula left him.

* * *


Harmon spent the second half of the day at the stalls of local merchants. He inspected the goods, found flaws, haggled mercilessly, distracted the merchant with chatter, wandered off to neighboring vendors, and then returned.
"So, what did we agree on, good master? Eight coins for the jug? Ten? And why do I so clearly remember it was eight?"
He bought glass and bronze, crockery and small utensils—the kind of things that had always been abundant in Almera. He chose the more elegant, beautiful items, rare, unusual objects that drew the eye. He noticed them immediately, from his first glance at a stall, yet he pretended to be interested in other goods, even bargaining for them. Then he would casually turn to the piece he had really wanted all along.
"And what’s this thing? A little mirror? Maybe I should take it too—make the wife happy… though it’s a bit small; her little face won’t even fit in it…"
Harmon knew perfectly well that larger mirrors always distorted reflections—stretching, shrinking, or twisting them. In this tiny one, everything appeared as clear and crisp as the bottom of a mountain stream.
"No, no, master, don’t tell me it’s good—tell me it’s cheap. When I get home, what will my wife ask me? How many coins I brought back—that’s what!"



In truth, Harmon wasn’t particularly interested in the goods today. He did his work properly, but he was already savoring the real highlight of his day—the purchase of a man.
"A good merchant buys people and sells himself." Today this saying had a very literal meaning.


Harmon Paula Roger returned to the inn shortly before the evening song. He left his haul, took the day’s earnings from Louisa, and settled down in the tavern. To his pleasure, two men in their city guard’s jackets were sitting at one of the tables, apparently fresh off duty, judging by their relaxed poses and smug, well-fed grins. Harmon joined them, treated them to ale, and struck up a leisurely conversation.

The guards loved grateful listeners. And who doesn’t?

"In Almera? How are things?" said the first guard, a ruddy-cheeked, fat-faced man. "Same as ever: people work up a sweat, the nobles grow richer. Everything by the book—always been that way in Almera."

"Well, not always," the second one said. "There was that painter at the cathedral—painted half the wall, took the money, dropped the job, and ran. Try catching that bird now."

"No!" Harmon exclaimed in amazement.

"That’s nothing," the first guard cut back in. "At the south tower, a builder fell from the scaffolding! From right at the top. Fell straight into the cathedral!"

"Outward, not inward," corrected the second.

"Inward. If he’d fallen outward, half the city would’ve gathered to watch, and everyone would know. If he fell inward, it would’ve been a bad omen and they would’ve shut down the cathedral."


Little by little, the talk turned to imperial matters.
Almera’s eastern lands bordered the Crown Lands—they began just a couple of miles beyond the river. Based on that alone, the guards considered themselves experts on imperial life.


"And did you hear? Our lord Adrian plans to marry this summer."

"I heard," Harmon said lightly.

The first guard immediately frowned, but the second jumped in. "Though it’s not certain yet. During the summer games, Adrian will choose a bride. But it’s still not definite he’ll pick one. What if he doesn't?"

"How could he not pick? Think before you speak! He’s the lord! If he decides to pick, he’ll pick."

"And who’s he going to choose? Maybe you know that too, genius?"

"Who? Who… There’s plenty to choose from. Girls in the capital—more than you can count, and all noble. He could even pick Becca the Rider…"

"The horsewoman from Littleland?" The guard snorted and laughed like a horse. "Might as well say he’ll marry some bear-woman from the North!"


Speaking of bear-women, Harmon told them about mock battles. The guards roared with laughter.
Just then, Handsome walked into the tavern, and today he lived up to his nickname more than ever: the metal studs strengthening his boiled leather breastplate gleamed; sword and dagger were sheathed in scabbards embroidered with patterns; a steel half-helmet sat on his head; an arrogant smirk twisted his lips.
A green cloak fell from his shoulders—or rather, it had been green about a year ago; by now, it had faded into a grayish-yellowish salad color.
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Harmon waved him over—meaning: sit over there and wait.

The city guards took notice. "And who's that bird? You know him, Harmon?"

"He’s come to hire on as my guard," Harmon said innocently, and immediately he got a dozen tidbits of advice.

"Don’t take him," warned the ruddy-faced guard. "Look at him—a fop, turning up his nose like he’s a noble. He’ll be picky—want better food, sweeter wine, softer beds, more pay—and still he’ll grumble. We know the type."

"Take him," the second advised. "Look—the helmet and studs on his armor are well polished—means he’s not lazy. He’s tall, strong—strength solves a lot. And knowing how to wield a sword—that’s no small thing."

"Up to you, Harmon," the first rasped. "But if you do take him, make him first haul twenty buckets of water, then dig a pit, then unhitch a cart. If he does it all without whining—good. But if he starts sniffing—noble pup, more trouble than he’s worth."

"And check his sword," the second added. "Ask where it was forged—in a castle or a village. Ask whether it’s double-quenched or triple-quenched. If it’s a bad sword, it’ll snap in the first fight, and getting a new one’ll hit you hard in the purse."

Then the guards listed all the imagined flaws in Handsome’s gear. Next they moved on to the horse—though they hadn’t seen it—and eagerly debated the perfect warhorse: not too big, not too small, reaching the rider’s neck at the withers, lean, with a broad chest, and definitely bay-coated.

Meanwhile, the lad in the faded cloak sat at his table, sipping and wincing at some foul drink and glowering more and more impatiently.

Finally, Harmon said goodbye to the guards and moved to sit at Handsome’s table.


The first thing Harmon did was glance at the boy’s bracers. He saw no coat of arms on his cloak, nor on his bracers. Then he looked at the pretty boy’s face; he read impatience and irritability there, but he made no move to apologize.
“My name is Harmon Paula Roger,” the merchant said, then fell silent.
“I am Joachin Yves Hanna,” replied the warrior.
Hanna? A grandmother’s name, not a father's? A child of noble blood? Yet, Harmon did not inquire immediately, and instead said seriously: “You fought well today.”
“Eh…” Joachin brushed it off.
“A mock battle, with fool’s weapons. Clearly, all of this is a mockery of real warfare. But skill shows even with a wooden sword.”
An odd mix of embarrassment, self-satisfaction, and shame crossed Joachin’s face.
“Well, yeah…” the young man mumbled, blushing.
“I noticed you this morning and thought: that one knows a thing or two about fighting. Nowadays, especially in Almera, one doesn’t often meet such men.”
Calling the morning’s scuffle a “battle” was generous—it was more of a brawl or a roughhousing match. Still, Harmon knew the word “battle” would please the boy. Indeed, Joachin blushed even deeper.
“And, as I gather, you’re traveling. Wandering the world, seeking adventure—am I right?”
“How do you know that?” Joachin asked.
In truth, Harmon had guessed it from the young man’s battered cloak—it took hundreds of miles of travel to wear a cloak into such pitiful shabbiness. Out loud he said:
“Almera is a land of burghers and artisans. Yet you have a warrior’s face. You must come from harsher lands than these. Perhaps the West?”
Harmon was fairly certain Joachin hailed from the Southern Way—he gauged it from his accent. He was curious whether the boy would lie about it.
“I’m from Mournhill, in the Southern Way,” Joachin replied honestly.
“And you are the son of a noble?”
“The son of a knight,” Joachin specified.
“But you yourself are not a knight?”
Joachin shook his head.
“And how did that happen? A knight’s son, skilled with the sword, yet not serving his lord nor protecting his homeland, but wandering the roads?”
The boy sighed heavily. “Our village bears a single shield. My father is a knight. He passed the shield to his firstborn—my elder brother. The second son—the middle brother—serves as squire to the elder. I am the youngest.”
Harmon smiled involuntarily and quickly corrected himself, adding a note of sadness and sympathy. He had expected something of the sort. The eternal plight of the petty nobility: the tiny fiefs granted to them could support one heavy rider, two at best. The extra sons were left with a meager choice—sell their sword, or follow the plow.
“Whom have you served already?”
“Baron Broyfield, in the north of Almera.”
“Why did you leave him?”
“We… disagreed on matters of honor.”
The baron threw you out, Harmon decided silently. Likely without paying, too. I wonder why…
“And before Broyfield?”
“I served in the army of Count Rantigar. We fought for the Mill Lands.”
Harmon whistled. That, he had not expected!
“So you fought in a real war?”
Joachin nodded with a contained air of importance. Oh yes. From what Harmon had heard, last year’s War for the Mills had been a brutal slaughter. Count Rantigar had enough cunning and generalship to forge a strong army of twelve thousand swords from a rabble of western knights, militias, and mercenaries. With it, he crossed the Echoing Ford and invaded the contested Mill Lands. The Mill Barons took time to unite, and Rantigar seized four castles one after another, then won a hard-fought field battle, scattering the baronial troops.



Yet the Mill Barons defended with desperate tenacity, snapping from behind their fortress walls and harassing with light cavalry from the fields. Rantigar’s army advanced but steadily withered. In the end, the matter was decided by outside intervention…
“As I recall,” Harmon said, “you were defeated.”
“They brought in kyres against us. The First Winter sent the Mill Barons a battalion,” Joachin explained coldly. “We asked for help from the First Winter too, just like the Mill Barons had. Yet the Duke chose to aid them, not us.”
And rightly so, in Harmon’s view. Stripped of flowery noble words, what Rantigar had done was little more than slaughter and pillage. However, Joachin’s participation in that carnage did him credit as a warrior—particularly the fact that he’d survived it.
“Well then, my friend, let me tell you about myself.”
And he did.
Harmon Paula Roger—a merchant. For nearly twenty years, he had roamed the eastern empire, buying up goods where they were plentiful and selling them where they were scarce. Silks, velvet, and dried fruits to Almera; glassware and bronze wares to the Southern Way; silver and smoked sausages to the Crown Lands. He owned nine horses, two wagons, and an open cart. Six men served him. Often, he sold goods directly from the wagon, folding down the rear board in town squares. Sometimes, if offered a good price, he sold entire stocks at once to local merchants. But his greatest profits came from nobles.
At these words, Joachin perked up, and Harmon winked at him. Yes, nobles. But not the kind who paraded through cities in gleaming processions, not those who danced at capital balls or boasted at tournaments and games, nor those who raised armies and fought over precious lands. No, different nobles.



There were many nobles in the empire who shunned noisy social life. Some were old, some weary, some reclusive, some simply too wise for all that nonsense. They lived in their castles and manors, rarely even visiting nearby towns. And it was to them that Harmon Paula Roger paid visits, offering goods bought from afar and carefully chosen to match the taste of each lord and lady.
“And do you have… mmm… many customers?”
“A couple dozen well-off knights, a few barons in Almera, a few in the Southern Way.”
“They let you into their castles?”
“And at their tables.” Joachin’s eyes lit up, and Harmon couldn't resist adding, “And into their wives' beds.”
The boy flinched—whether from outrage or envy, Harmon could not tell. The merchant took pity.
“Learn to take a joke—it'll serve you well in life.”
Joachin gave a cautious smile and finally asked, “How much do you pay?”
An important matter—the question of pay. Asking it at the right time was a skill. A man who fancied himself a clever bargainer would ask too soon, revealing his impatience and eagerness. A naïve fool would wait too long, until the hook and bait were far down his throat. Joachin had delayed too long.
Harmon named the amount. It was much higher than old Doxet's pay and a bit more than Snype's. Yet it was half of what a mercenary would earn in campaign, and perhaps even less than a city guardsman in Smolden. Very likely less.
Joachin grimaced, as if he had tasted sour wine.
“Well, my friend, we’re not at war,” Harmon said in a conciliatory tone. “You'll sleep in wagons or inns, eat your fill, and by the way, Louisa’s cooking isn’t half bad. Your life won't be in danger; no new holes in your skin unless the gods planned them. The greatest deeds expected of you are to beat up a cheeky vagrant or lop a few fingers off a pickpocket.”
“But you’re a merchant…”
“So that’s it, is it? Serving me provides too little honor for you? And you’re a mercenary,” Harmon added evenly, peering into Joachin’s eyes. “A penniless mercenary at that.”
Joachin stiffened.
“I’m not a mercenary!”
“Well then, what are you?” Harmon replied just as calmly. “You’re not a knight, not a squire, not a militia man; you have no lord, and you sell your sword for coin. Even to entertainers. What else should we call you, friend?”
Joachin looked away, embarrassed.


Harmon rose. “Well then, here’s how it is. I’m going to bed. Tomorrow morning, we hit the road. If you want to serve me, come. If you don’t—we’ll leave without you. Oh, one more thing. By morning, learn to address me as 'master'.”

Harmon Paula Roger had no doubt the young warrior would show up at the inn the next morning.

And he did—riding a lean bay mare.


2. ARROW
 


March 22, 1774 After the Descent of Foremothers
First Winter, Duchy of Origin


The carriage groaned on its springs as it crested the pass—like a sigh of relief. Erwin stirred from his doze and glanced out the window. The road dipped gently, winding down the slope. To the right, grim cliffs rose into the clouds; and to the left…

The valley struck him with blinding brilliance. It was an emerald stain, a beckoning thaw among the rocks, a spring bloom breaking through snow. Peasant cottages with thatched roofs—neat, minuscule from the bird’s-eye view—looked like golden crusts of fresh bread. Here and there, powdered sugar had been scattered. You couldn’t make out flecks from ten miles away, but Erwin knew they were flocks of sheep. At the eastern edge of the valley lay a true gem—a sapphire lake. The city clung to it, nestled in the narrow space between water and stone, and the ducal castle jutted into the lake, a black fang lodged in blue.

Truth be told, his native valley was beautiful indeed. It gleamed with that rare kind of beauty bestowed only upon women and songs, and only seldom upon places or structures.

"Nothing that beautiful should smell of poverty," Erwin murmured, and winked at the city below. "You might not believe me yet—but you won’t have to suffer much longer. I’ve brought your salvation."

The carriage began its descent, gaining speed.

It was damned strange—to be returning home with anticipation in his chest. Erwin knew well what awaited him on native soil. An ancient city full of soldiers and beggars; the family castle, tense and grim like a watchful guard; his father’s vassals with faces like stone masks; his father himself, with that uncanny talent for embedding threat into every word, gesture—or silence. And his sister—Iona, that rare ray of light. In a week, she would marry Count Vittor Shayland, ruler of the navigable Torrey River and its narrow coastal belt.

Vittor’s father had been a banker. His grandfather—a merchant. By glory, might, and bloodline, he was no match for Iona. So far beneath her that the wedding celebration would be a farce. And still, Erwin felt anticipation.

I will do something. I will bring change. That will be my wedding gift to you, dearest Iona. Ten generations of noble ancestors—valiant generals and glorious knights—have failed to overcome a single enemy: poverty. But I will! Strange, isn’t it? I’m no knight, no commander—I’m the black sheep. And yet it is I who shall restore the honor of First Winter. You’ll appreciate the irony, little sister.

Once the descent was done, the carriage followed a winding dusty road for a few more miles and finally rolled into the city. It had changed little: the same neat narrow houses with three windows each, packed tightly together; the spired temples and squat barracks; the market arcades roofed in red tile; the arched aqueduct stretching from the mountains, and lines at the water pipes; the granite horsemen on Glory Square, the plague monument on Mercy Square…


Erwin scrutinized the streets of First Winter, searching for signs of poverty—and, to his pleasure, found them plentiful. Cracked pavement, crumbling plaster on façades, beggars crowding the church steps, the sullen quiet of the market rows. Perfect.
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And there it stood—the Cathedral of Saint Agatha the Light. A majestic colossus crowned with a hundred spires and guarded by legions of chimeras. There were three hundred thirty-six of the creatures here, in every size and breed (including two amusing winged piglets tucked beneath the south tower’s gutters).

Yet… something was off: the western wing stood shrouded in scaffolding, and a deep trench ran along the foundation where men labored with shovels. What now? Cracked foundation? A sinking wall? Was the temple in urgent need of repairs? Just what the gods ordered!

His father cared little for the destitution of the townsfolk, but when it came to the Cathedral of Agatha, he would spare no coin. And if the cathedral needed mending… then the old man would be more pliable.

"Thank you, holy Matron!" Erwin bowed, offering a smile to the statue of Agatha over the cathedral’s entrance. "A crack in the foundation—excellent choice! I knew I could count on you."


Noticing the carriages bearing the Origin crest, the workers shouted their greetings. The townsfolk echoed:
"Lord Erwin!"
"Welcome home, my lord!"
"Glory to the Origins! Glory to the Origins!"


Mother would have tossed them a handful of silver. Iona would have waved with her delicate hand, smiling with a blush sweet enough to bring tears. Father… Father wouldn’t have cared what they shouted.

Erwin Sophia Jessica of the Line of Agatha, heir to the Duchy of Origin, had never learned how to respond to the greetings of commoners—he always heard mockery in their voices. He drew the carriage curtain shut.

The carriage crossed the bridge and stopped behind the first low wall of the castle, in the outer courtyard. Erwin opened the door and stepped down onto home soil. Onto the native cobblestone, to be precise—scrubbed clean, yet still faintly reeking of horse dung caught in the cracks.

Naturally, the courtyard was full, and his appearance did not go unnoticed. A crowd surged around him, flooding him with greetings. Servants seized his baggage and hauled it off; someone wished him good health, another bowed, another saluted; maidservants off to the side stared openly, whispering behind their hands; mounted kyres in red and black, his escort, loomed above the throng.


Equestrian statues of his father’s might. And—my tool. My perfect, decisive argument!


Erwin waved to one of the riders. "Kyre, I wish to see my father. Immediately. Announce me!"

"At once, my lord."

The warrior vanished. Someone shoved a cup of orge into Erwin’s hand—a bitter drink with the sting of pinecones. He downed it in one gulp, hoping to be done with it quickly, then grimaced, and exhaled sharply.


"Glory to the young duke!"
"Long live the House of Origin! Long live First Winter!"


Erwin stood among the crowd like a fool, throat burning, and coughing.

And what, am I to stand here among the rabble while Father deigns to appear? Why hasn’t anyone from the family come to greet me?!

He barely had time to think about it when he saw Iona.

His sister… a fragile figure of white porcelain, very expressive, restless lips, dark-dark eyes, slightly distant, as if veiled by mist… And the colorful feathers of parrots braided into her pitch-black hair, and the lace of a snow-white shawl—a halo of rainbow sparks around her face.

“I’m happy to see you, Lady Iona Sophia,” Erwin said, kissing her hand with a sly smile.


His sister's eyes sparkled mischievously.
“And I am most glad to see you, Lord Erwin Sophia,” she said, then curtsied formally. “Please rise and be my welcome guest. Share with me joy, wine, and bread.”


She pulled him by the hand deeper into the courtyard, toward the entrance to the greenhouse. As soon as the door closed behind them, Iona embraced him. Erwin realized she was trembling.

“Are you cold?”

“I’m always cold… almost,” Iona whispered, running her hands over his cheeks. Her fingers were hot. “How am I doing?” she asked, releasing him from the hug. “I mean the welcome. Not too bad, right? I’ll have to receive five hundred guests… or a thousand… maybe the entire North. Sometimes I feel like I’ll spend the first week just greeting people, and the second—just saying goodbye.”

“You’re lovely,” said Erwin, shaking his head, “but the welcome… hmm…”


He stepped back a bit, lifted his chin, gazing slightly to the side, and extended a hand.
“Milord… I’m glad… be my guest.”
“Say it like it costs you something. Like you’re reluctant. Understand? Less warmth—just a little. Or they might actually think you’re happy to see them.”


His sister's uneasy lips curved into something like a smile, the upper one tensing slightly, barely baring her teeth.

“Milord, be my guest and share my bread. I’ll keep my warmth to myself, if that pleases you.”

“Yes, much better,” Erwin agreed. “You are the princess of the North. None of them are worthy of you—not individually, not all together.”

“And the groom?”

“Him—above all. The groom is the leader of those unworthy of you. He holds the banner.”

Iona smiled. “I can’t tell—are you disguising jealousy as concern or arrogance? Either way, you're bad at it. You know that, right?”


“Mmm…” When you don’t have an answer—ask a question. “How’s your health?”


Iona plucked an azalea blossom, sniffed it, waved it before her brother’s nose. “That’s an unimportant question.”

“Then this: what’s new in First Winter?”

“Also meaningless.”

“Who’s coming to the wedding?”

“No, no, dreadful! Ask what you actually want to know!”

“And what is it that I want to know?”


“You want to ask if I’m happy to be a bride. And you’re terrified—both that I’m unhappy and that I might be too happy. Your heart stumbles at the thought that my husband will be an unfeeling stone, and in Shayland I’ll cry my eyes out from longing for you and Mother, and then sink into an endless string of pregnancies and bleed out giving birth to some count’s child. But then you imagine that I’m madly in love with Count Vittor and will forget you both the moment I set foot on the ship. You picture yourself arriving in Shayland two or three years later under some flimsy political pretense, and I come out to meet you in my husband's house colors, with no hint of feathers in my hair, and I reach out my hand, looking slightly aside: milord… come in, be our guest. Yes, our guest. And then you…”



Erwin grabbed her by the shoulders and gave her a good shake.
“Damn you, sister! Just answer already!”


They both burst out laughing, fell silent, and a soft smile remained on Iona’s lips.


“I will answer. I’m happy. Happy that I’m leaving this place. I’ve never been to Shayland, and I don’t know what it’s like there. I only know one thing: it will be different. Maybe it won’t be cold. Probably there won’t be cliffs and meadows—maybe there’ll be forest and a great river full of ships. Maybe there’ll be rain and mud, maybe my dresses will always be gray and wet, like a yard dog. But maybe I won’t even want to braid feathers there. Maybe I’ll be surrounded by people with living faces, who will laugh or cry, or shout in anger and stomp their feet from offense… but not draw their swords and chop someone into pieces without so much as a change in expression. Everything will be different there, Erwin, and that makes me happy.”


“But…?”

“There’s a ‘but’?”

“There is. Everything you just said is for the sake of that ‘but’ coming next.”

“But,” Iona said as she took his hand, “I’m not sure I love the count. I’m happy, but I don’t think I love him. He’s… an amusing creature I think I can get used to.”


Erwin took the flower from her and touched it to her lips.
“Everything will change, and very soon. And the most surprising thing—it will change for the better!”


Iona widened her eyes. “You’re not talking about the wedding, are you?”

“Oh, no! I mean the changes I brought with me. Just let me speak with Father—and I’ll turn the world upside down.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Find our parent and persuade him to say a single word: yes.”

“That’s all?”

“Everything else is already in place, dear sister. Only the final step remains.”

He left the greenhouse, pulling Iona along with him.

The castle was bustling with voices and movement. Tomorrow the first guests would arrive, and today the capital of the Origins was dressing up, preening its feathers, preparing food, and arranging entertainments. Peasant carts rolled into the courtyard one after another, and servants surrounded them, quickly unloading cargo, dragging wheels of cheese, sausages, salted meats, and sacks of flour into the cellars; rolling in barrels of wine and orge; hauling bundles of herbs into the halls. Maids, calling to each other, strung ribbons and flowers across the balconies, the fortress galleries, and the towers. Boys were leading several stallions into the stables—the animals snorted and resisted, riled up by the human bustle. City merchants crowded near the storehouse gates, arguing with quartermasters; porters unloaded crates and piled them into a lopsided heap at the edge of the courtyard. A test firework whooshed into the sky and boomed loudly, its echo reverberating off the stone walls.


Upon seeing Erwin, most bowed or saluted, greeting him with a smile.
“Glory to First Winter! Health to the young lord and lady!”


“They really are that glad to see me?” Erwin asked skeptically. “Or is it just the breeze of the coming celebration?”

“Don’t doubt it—they’re glad. Don’t be coy,” Iona said, smiling.

She might have been right. The castle folk and lowborn townspeople were more fond of the ducal children than of the duke himself or his vassals. They saw more humanity in the young Origins. Though by First Winter’s standards, that might well count as an insult.

At the door to the small dining hall—as at the entrances to the towers—stood a pair of guards. Black cloaks, black helmets, and crimson doublets over mail; on each chest—the Origin family bat clutching an arrow in its claws. The guards were silent; as Erwin approached, they placed their hands on their sword hilts—a sign of vigilance.

Once, Erwin asked his father why there was so much guard presence in the castle when the ducal line hadn’t known a vassal rebellion in half a century. “It’s not for us,” his father replied. “It’s for the warriors themselves. A watch must be earned.”

“I’m looking for Lord Desmond,” Erwin said, addressing the guards. “Is he here by chance?”

“We don’t know about His Grace, milord. In the dining hall, it’s your mother, milord.”


What a nuisance! Erwin longed to see his father. Half a year of calculations, cunning negotiations, veiled conversations, promises, threats—all that weaves the fabric of politics. Then—a month on the road, filled with reflection and the anticipation of today's meeting. A single conversation with his father, a single "yes" was to crown all his efforts! Erwin was eager to hear it.



However, if he left now, his mother would be offended her son had not wished to see her. Well… Erwin opened the door to the small dining hall.


Duchess Sophia Jessica Augusta embodied the very essence of high society in First Winter. Without her, the castle would only survive by hosting tournaments and knighthood ceremonies. She brought soul to First Winter.

Lady Sophia encouraged music and painting, organized singing contests, and opened theaters. She became delighted like a child in every talent she discovered, and was passionately disappointed in equal measure. She concluded that people were empty, superficial, crude, and unworthy of her efforts—yet she never ceased her work. Caring for the souls of townsfolk, she exhausted the bishop and holy fathers with demands to preach on this or that theme, entered theological disputes, and accused them of apathy and stupidity. Then, having gotten her way, she would donate huge sums to the Church and carefully ensure the money was spent only on frescoes and sculptures.

She gave at least five hundred golden hilts a year to the half-dozen hospitals she herself had founded. Yet she considered medicine a dirty, repulsive craft, avoided entering the wards, and never cared how her five hundred hilts were spent. Erwin suspected a good half of the sum lined the pockets of hospital administrators.

“My sweet Erwin!” the duchess exclaimed, clapping her hands as she hurried to kiss both his cheeks. “How was your journey? Did the road amuse you or tire you out?”

Not giving him a chance to reply, she went on herself: “The Southern Road is so dreadfully tasteless, so empty… People bustle about at the stations, shouting, selling, wanting things. I feel drained just being among them. I’d rather sleep in a field, and never open the carriage door in towns. Only the mountains bring me peace…”

Erwin tried to assure Lady Sophia that he had traveled well, in sound body and spirit. The duchess laid a hand on his shoulder, signaling she heard him, but turned toward the servants on ladders unrolling a bright tapestry along the wall.


“No, no! Oh gods! What are you doing? That’s The Descent of the Foremother Yanmei. It’s so festive! It should hang over there, facing the southern windows, so it will sparkle. Put something softer here, something shadier…”



“Agatha in the Doe’s Grotto?” suggested Iona.


“Yes, yes, you took the words right from my lips!”

Erwin looked around. Three tapestries had already been placed along the walls, while several more were being carried with utmost care. Chandeliers hung from ceiling beams to illuminate particular sections of the artwork. The air held a stinging melody, evoking either dreamy longing or a green-tinged melancholy.

“My lady, the tapestries?” Erwin asked, puzzled.

“Yes, dear! You feel it too, don’t you? How perfect they are here? They were too gloomy in the castle chapel.”

“But this is the small dining hall—it’s for the servants!”

“Not during the wedding, my dear. The servants will be in the courtyard, under the open sky. This will be the music salon.” And louder, to the servants, she said, “Higher with the candles—those near the Forefathers! The Forefathers should remain solemn, as they ought, and a blot of light on their faces will ruin everything.”


A music salon? Erwin raised an eyebrow. In First Winter Castle—this grim bastion? Well, maybe not a bad idea. It might amuse the noble guests and soften the severity of the place, and Countess Sybil Northwood would turn green with envy, which was amusing in itself. But the musicians’ skills left much to be desired. Harpsichord, harp, and flutes struggled in vain to match one another. One of the flutes charged ahead like a cavalry vanguard, the harpsichord trotted behind, while the harp sank into detached self-contemplation. It was the harp that lent the melody its air of sorrow. Judging by their clothes, the flutes belonged to a troupe of wandering performers, while the harpsichordist and harpist were townsfolk from First Winter.


“The peasant levy marches to war,” Erwin remarked. “Marvels of training and discipline.”

“Don’t wound my heart any further, cruel child,” said the duchess, sighing. “They’re each rather good on their own, though they haven’t found harmony together yet. But I’ll work with them this evening, tonight, and tomorrow too.”

The scale of preparation unsettled Erwin. This wedding was an act of desperation! To celebrate it so extravagantly was like parading one’s disgrace!

Yes, perhaps Iona rejoiced at leaving First Winter—Erwin himself had once felt the same, going to the capital. Yes, maybe in time, his sister would grow to love her husband. But none of that mattered. Vittor Shayland was not highborn and obscenely rich. Anyone with half a brain would draw the obvious conclusion. The great House Origin had lost yet another skirmish with poverty and was paying tribute to the victor.

Erwin longed to cry out, “Stop! Take down those cursed tapestries, call off this rehearsal! Cancel this celebration of humiliation!” But—it was too early. He still needed his father's “yes”, and until then, he had no power to change anything.

“Mother, tell me,” the young lord asked politely, “how are you? What weighs on your heart?”

Lady Sophia’s gaze drifted heavenward. “Spring or wedding… I feel a glimmer of warm light, as if I were walking toward the rising sun. I long—burn—to share it with you, with Iona, with your father, with the whole world. There could be so much light—enough for everyone! I want others to feel it too, and I can’t find a way. Everything is so futile…”

Erwin exchanged a covert glance with his sister.

Two years ago, something had shifted in the duchess’s soul. Richard Origin—the pride and jewel of northern knighthood, Lady Sophia’s eldest son—had sailed from Seawhite, bound southwest for the Sunset Shore. The expedition was not military; young Lord Richard had been entrusted with a simple diplomatic mission, and so took only one ship. It vanished without a trace—neither reached the Sunset Shore, nor returned to northern waters.

Since then, Duchess Sophia Jessica had carried on a ceaseless, internal dialogue with the gods, intelligible only to her. She seemed to believe there was some—any—meaningful answer…

Lady Sophia continued, her voice rapturous: “The holy fathers know nothing—I’ve long since seen it. Their words are echoes of other words, which were echoes of still others… a chain of phantoms. There’s too little life in it all. Only the gods’ creations—the Sacred Objects—bring true light. Erwin, my dear, you simply must come with me to the sanctuary. I want to teach you to see the Objects as I do—there is such joy in them!”

“Yes, my lady.” Erwin nodded obediently.

“I’ll come too,” said Iona, encouraging her brother with a touch on his elbow.

“Is it true,” the mother said as she turned to Erwin, “that Emperor Adrian has also taken a close interest in the Sacred Objects? Is it true he’s studying the divine creations, hoping to unravel their secrets, to learn to speak with them?”

“Yes, my lady. Lord Adrian has entrusted the task to the magisters of the Faunterra University.”

“How wise! The Objects are the highest truth, the embodied light! They can illuminate and transform even the most insignificant soul…”

A sudden sharp trill ruined the end of her speech, and the duchess exclaimed with exasperation: “Stop, you incompetents! Be silent! I’ll deal with you later!”

Erwin concluded he had spent enough time with his mother, and the demands of courtesy had been fully met. He asked: “How is Father? Is he busy? Where can I find him?”

“Your father…” Lady Sophia Jessica descended from the heavens. “Desmond. He is unchanging. Some men stand above change. But he has prepared something for you.”

“For me?”

“Yes, my dear. Desmond has a plan, and you play an important part in it. I hope you’ll like it. I would be happy to be in your place.”


Most unusual! His father had never given him an important role in anything.


“And what is this plan?” Erwin asked—but got no answer. A black-and-scarlet figure loomed behind him.

“My lord, your father wishes to see you.”

Erwin turned to the man. If you think about it, it’s almost comically absurd: the thickness of the stone mask on a face is just as reliable a marker of noble birth as the number of names one bears. This particular cliff was named Arthur Elsa May of House Gloria, a knighted kyre, Baron of Highrock, and Castellan of the First Winter Castle. The Duke’s left hand.

“Yes, kyre, I’m coming.”

As soon as they left the small dining hall, Arthur muttered darkly: “You should have greeted your father before your mother and sister.”

“Darkness, I’ve been trying to since I arrived! Your men spent a whole hour just announcing me!”


They walked on in silence, their steps echoing through galleries and down spiral stone steps. At the door to his father’s chamber, two red-and-black warriors simultaneously placed hands on their sword hilts. Two kyres here? A ceremonial guard? No—clearly in honor of his arrival, Erwin realized. And at once, a childhood memory came to him: the sixth rule of dealing with his father—never smile, not even while standing behind his door.


He entered the room.

Duke Desmond Origin stood with his back to his son, by an arrow slit, his hands pressed to the wall. He wore a simple gray collarless shirt, but even in that he looked invulnerable, like he was encased in armor. A heavy silver-haired head sat on a thick neck. The figure of a bull-god worshipped by the nomads of the West...

The father turned, and Erwin bowed his head.

“Good health to you, my lord.”

The Duke nodded to the castellan.

“You may go, Arthur.”

Arthur left. The door thudded shut.

“Erwin… come here.”

He approached, and the Duke shook his hand.

“Welcome back, son. How was the journey?”

Erwin stopped his brow from arching. What a strange courtesy from his father!

“The journey was easy, my lord. I hurried to get here.”

“Good. Sit down.”

Erwin sat, and the Duke handed him a cup. Damn tradition—toasting a reunion. Scalding orge. This time, Erwin barely flinched.

The Duke inquired about matters in the capital, the House of Representatives, and the Emperor’s health. Erwin assured him the capital thrived, the House remained wise as ever, and Emperor Adrian was healthy and full of vigor. Erwin added he was honored to serve the Empire with the same loyalty he bore for his home, the First Winter.

“That’s commendable,” the Duke said, nodding. “Glad to hear it.”

“How are things in the North, my lord? Any news?”


Erwin knew full well the only news worth anything boiled down to new expenses and more borrowed thousands of golden hilts. Of course, his father wouldn’t mention money—the great lord disdained such talk. But he would think about money—and that’s exactly what Erwin needed.


“All in its course,” his father replied.

“I saw the scaffolding at the Cathedral of Agatha the Light. Has something happened? Is the temple in need of repair?”

“Not at all. I’ve decided to expand the crypt. Construction of an underground chapel is underway, along with reconstruction of the western transept. As you know, the need has been apparent for some time.”

Erwin tried to hide his surprise. The Origin crypt beneath Agatha the Light’s cathedral was essentially an underground cathedral itself, half the size of the one above. It had its own altar, transepts, naves, and chapels. As enormous as a fairy-tale cavern, lit with spark-lamps—candles were useless in such a space. The crypt descended a hundred feet underground, supported by colossal granite pillars bearing the cathedral’s foundations. Nearly fifty burial vaults had been carved into the depths, reached by steep stone staircases. After all, great ancestors must rest closer to the Underworld.


It had long been overcrowded, and Desmond Origin had repeatedly mentioned building a second hall. What held him back was the monstrous cost. The original crypt took several generations of Origins to build. Has Father really found the means?


“My lord, may I ask—what will the construction cost?”

“The precise amount is still uncertain,” his father replied, annoyed. “Initial expenses are around thirty thousand golden hilts.”

Erwin gave a low whistle.

“My lord, where—” Then he realized the answer. “Iona…?”

“Is that how you were taught to ask questions in the capital? You are not in the capital. Speak plainly and clearly.”

Plain and clear could be effective. One could frame a question so it said more than any statement.

“My lord, you were able to afford the construction thanks to the dowry paid for Lady Iona by the banker Shayland?”

Of course, Erwin made sure to emphasize both his sister’s title and the profession of her groom.

The Duke grunted out, “I don’t think that concerns you. The dowry was paid, and I disposed of it as I saw fit.”


Pressuring his father was dangerous. But right now, Erwin had a powerful ally—poverty. The goal was to make his father feel it—grasp the depth of the abyss, the stickiness of its bottom. Then he would approve Erwin’s plan.


“How do you feel about this marriage, my lord?”

“I permitted the marriage. That should be clear enough.”

“Count Shayland descends from the Ninth Foremother. His grandfather was a merchant, his father a banker, and he himself remains in banking. Do you believe, my lord, he is worthy of being our kin?”

“You challenge my decision?”

“No, my lord. I wish to understand you.”

His father shook his head grimly.

“That’s the problem. You try to understand things that should be self-evident to a lord.”


Oh, I understand far more than you think! Erwin mused. In particular, my lord, I understand that you’re cornered. Even selling your only daughter may delay our downfall by a mere year or two—but not more. How wise and far-sighted of you to invest most of the dowry in a giant tomb instead of repaying at least a fraction of our countless debts!


“I’m becoming more and more convinced,” the Duke went on, “that my decision to recall you from the capital was entirely correct.”


Now that was something new!


“Recall me from the capital?”

“Which word is unclear to you?”

“I assumed I came for my sister’s wedding, my lord.”

“Not only. I need you here, in the North. I want you to begin studying a craft they don’t teach at the University.”


Needed in the North? No, my lord—I’m needed in the capital! And I will return there as soon as you give your consent.


“My lord, what craft do you speak of?”

Instead of answering, His Grace called him to the arrow slit and pointed outside.

“What do you see?”

Erwin saw an emerald valley dotted with sheep and tiny peasant cottages. What did his father want him to say?

“The Valley of First Winter, my lord. The heart of the Duchy of Origin.”

“And how, in your words, does this heart beat? Steady? Strong?”

Erwin widened his eyes. His father was beginning the very topic he had struggled to approach? What a lucky day!

“We are growing poorer, Father. We are nearly destitute,” Erwin stated, his voice cool and measured. “Two centuries ago, battalions of our kyres struck fear into the entire North and West. A golden river of taxes and tributes flowed into First Winter. A century ago, we lost much of our granted land—Crown reassigned it to new favorites, fearing our strength. But wars came one after another, and our service was needed. The Crown rewarded us generously. Yet for the past fifty years… peace and stability have been our undoing. The red-and-black battalions remain a formidable force, but the duchy can barely afford to maintain them. What do I see through this window, my lord? Straw huts with miserable peasants, from whom we squeeze the last drops just to feed and arm twenty-five thousand killers.”

He paused. The Duke nodded slowly and sat down.

“Good that you understand this. I confess, I sometimes feared you didn’t care at all about the fate of our land. I’m glad I was wrong.”

“Yes, Father.”

“Since you understand our plight, tell me—have you considered how to fix it?”

Considered? Ha! Ha-ha! I’ve spent the entire last year crafting a plan, breathing life into it, securing support, setting everything in motion!

“My lord, I have thought about it often. In fact, the whole way here I hoped to share my thoughts with you.”

“I’ll be glad to hear them.” The Duke inclined his head. “It’s good to see you thinking like a lord.”

Erwin cleared his throat. He had rehearsed this speech many times. Truthfully, he’d even practiced it aloud.

“My lord, as you know, Emperor Adrian is preparing significant reforms for the Empire of Polari. Traditionally, only the Crown Lands pay a regular tax to the Dynasty. All the Great Houses—rulers of counties and duchies—owe military service and other vassal duties, but no tribute. Only those rulers who wish to buy exemption from military service pay a tax, and they are few.”

The Duke nodded.

“But the Emperor’s appetites grow,” Erwin continued. “He is laying down railroads, proclaiming his dream: to unite the Empire by rail, so one could cross it end to end in under a month. It’s a colossal task, demanding far more gold than the Crown possesses. There’s only one viable way to raise such funds: tax the Great Houses. Abolish vassal service and replace it with a general tax.”

“Correct,” the Duke said, nodding again. “Our delegates report the same from the Chamber. But where are you leading with this?”

"The Great Houses oppose the tax. The abolition of military service is a blow to their honor, and the levy is a blow to their purse. Few are willing to lose both sword and coin at once—especially now, in peaceful times, when military duty is hardly burdensome. Conflict is beginning. It will reach its peak in September: a session of the Chamber of Representatives is scheduled. The Emperor will put the tax bill to a vote. He cannot implement his reforms without the support of at least half the Chamber. And as of now, only two of the thirteen Great Houses are on his side."


Erwin’s father nodded in agreement. Everything was proceeding surprisingly smoothly. Erwin rushed toward his goal like an arrow loosed by a skilled hand. In the background, a thought flashed: Isn’t this ease itself a trap? And yet Erwin’s plan was flawless—everything had been calculated with care, and everything was accounted for.


"Emperor Adrian plans to resolve the situation and gain the missing votes with a very effective instrument: his own marriage. The Emperor has announced he will become engaged this summer. There are three candidates for the crown, each backed by a coalition of several Great Houses. By choosing one of the brides, Lord Adrian will gain the support of her coalition in the Chamber. However, each candidate has serious drawbacks—I can outline them separately if needed.

“Whichever he chooses, the Emperor will suffer a political loss and be left vulnerable. To put it bluntly, there is no ideal choice among the three. It would be far better for him to postpone the engagement or select a bride not among those proposed by the Great Houses. But then he won’t get the support he needs, and his rail reforms will fail. As we see, the Emperor is in a difficult position—if not a deadlock."

Erwin paused dramatically to lend weight to his next words: "I’ve found a way to help His Majesty resolve this dilemma."

He had only seen his father surprised a few times in his life—this was one of them. The duke leaned forward over the table, his expression filled with intense interest.

"And what way is that?"

"My lord, I have managed to assemble my own coalition. It includes four Great Houses and one other significant force. My coalition is ready to support the Emperor’s reforms regardless of his marriage. That gives him a solid base in the Chamber and the freedom to choose any bride he likes."

"Your coalition?" the duke questioned.

"Yes, my lord."

"And who exactly is in it, if I may ask?"

Erwin listed them—clearly and with emphasis: four names. Three great landholding lords and His Reverence, the Archbishop of Faunterra. The agreements he made with each were his pride—a true work of diplomatic art!

"Naturally, I was also counting on your support, my lord," Erwin added, meeting his father's eyes.

"You were counting on my support?" The duke's pupils narrowed.

"Forgive me, my lord, I misspoke. What I meant was this—my coalition awaits your consent before taking action. All you have to do is say 'yes' and allow me to speak on your behalf."

"And what will happen if I give my consent?"

"We will support the Emperor in the autumn vote, and his reforms will be passed. In return, he will grant us…"

"He will grant us?" the duke echoed, frowning for some reason. Erwin ignored it.

"Yes, my lord. The Emperor will take a third of our army under his maintenance, reducing our expenses by one hundred and fifty thousand golden hilts a year. In addition, half of our debt to the Crown will be forgiven. But that’s not all. We will also receive…"

Erwin took a deep breath and named the main prize. Something the Dukes of Origin had dreamed of for generations. Something that would solve all their financial troubles.

This should have been the final argument, the one his father couldn’t refuse. But the duke’s heavy brows drew together. Of course—too many numbers in the monologue! Father couldn’t stand discussions of money. He needed to translate it into his language.

"Poverty will be no more," Erwin said. "The Great House of Origin will stand alongside the riches of Almera, Hope, and the Kingdom of Shimmeriee. First Winter will gleam with new buildings and sparkling lights. The underground tomb will seem a trifle—with that kind of money, we could easily build a new cathedral. My lord, we could even forgo Iona’s humiliating marriage! We’ll find her a worthy suitor from the Line of Agatha! I beg you—say yes, and we will never want for coin again."

Erwin fell silent, awaiting a response.

Then Lord Desmond tilted his bull-like head and slowly, deliberately said, "Let me make sure I understood. You propose to sell the Emperor what already belongs to him—and squeeze as much payment out of him as possible?"

"What…? Father, I didn’t—"

The duke placed his hand on the table. Erwin flinched at the thud and fell silent.

"My lord. Address me as ‘my lord’. Our loyalty, our swords, our support already belong to the Emperor by right of blood—our blood and his. I couldn’t believe my ears when you said you meant to sell the Lord our army’s swords!"

"My lord, but His Majesty received my proposal favorably!"

He shouldn't have said that. He should’ve sensed the chasm ahead and turned back. But Erwin had been carried forward by the vision of his future triumph.

"Received it favorably?" the duke growled. "You mean to say you’ve already presented your foolish, repulsive plan to the Emperor himself?!"

"My lord, I only spoke in hints, I was feeling out—"

"But you made it clear you’re selling our support for coin! And not just ours, but that of four more schemers like yourself! What did you call it?" The duke spat the final words with disgust. "Your coalition?!"

"Forgive me, my lord, I fear you’ve misunderstood—"

"You, a vassal, demanded payment from your suzerain in exchange for loyalty! Lord Adrian was born our suzerain, and we—his vassals, though you seem to have forgotten. For such forgetfulness, every lord of a Great House swears a personal oath to the Emperor. You, too, swore it—and you are bound to remember."

Erwin lowered his gaze.

"Repeat the oath!" the duke barked.

"I will be honest before my lord and loyal to him… I will serve as his shield and sword until my death or until released by his will…"

With effort, Erwin forced out the oath—word by word. His father stood and walked over to the embrasure. He listened to his son with his back turned and didn’t face him even when Erwin had finished.

The duke spoke softly, dropping his words into the embrasure so that his son could barely hear them. “Rebellion, according to Julian’s Law, is punishable by burning, or death by lye, or quartering. Nobles are given the right to choose. Incitement to rebellion—thirty lashes for a commoner, and forfeiture of title for the firstborn. I hope you remember that well.”


Erwin was stunned and crushed. He couldn’t understand. He couldn’t believe it. How had it come to this? He, a graduate of the Imperial University, lover of capital life and palace balls, one of the rare nobles who understood the Sovereign’s strange humor—he, Erwin, who loathed the First Winter with its pompous cruelty and thinly veiled poverty with all his heart… Ice and shadow, who could possibly believe that he, Erwin, was plotting against the capital and in favor of the First Winter?! Whose sick mind had conceived such a thought?


A stupid question. That mind, dusted with snow-white hair, turned toward him, jaw clenching, pale lips pressed into a line. The duke might have looked at a venomous snake with less disgust. Erwin was seized by a desperate urge to fall to his knees and cry out: “Father, wake up! I am no rebel, no blackmailer! All I ever wanted was a bit of help from the sovereign, whose family we’ve served loyally for centuries. I wanted a seat in the Chamber, and to live in the capital, far from you, my lord.”

He restrained himself. The fourth rule of dealing with his father: never justify myself. Justifications are for dogs and commoners.

“My lord, you are free to strip me of my title, if it has come to that. But grant me one kindness—tell me what you plan to do for the prosperity of our land.”

“Don’t jest,” his grace growled wearily, though Erwin hadn’t been joking.

“Richard…” Desmond of Origin began, then stopped.


There was no need to continue. That name alone said it all. Richard of Origin had been a worthy heir: he adored swords and combat, had the strength of a bear, was a fearless warrior, and a preternaturally gifted commander. He had no interest in palace intrigue. Richard hardly thought of anything besides war—and nothing else interested him. Moreover, he agreed with his father in everything—not out of fear, but because they thought alike. Two ships sailing under the same wind… But Richard was dead, tragically. And now, Father, you have to deal with me.


They both fell silent, catching their breaths.

“Well then, I shall consider your plan youthful folly and try to erase it from memory,” Desmond Gerda Lenore, Grand Lord of Origin, finally said. “You began your speech by expressing a desire to serve the First Winter and the Crown. Let’s return to that position. It benefits us, since you will soon have the opportunity to serve both me and Lord Adrian at once. I have been considering ways to improve our standing. I shared some of my thoughts with the emperor and asked his permission to act. He approved my idea.”


Then, calmly and evenly, his grace laid out his plan. The words were firm and clear, leaving no room for doubt. “Look authority in the eye, speak low, from the solar plexus, pause between words—and even the twentieth row will hear you,” Erwin recalled. But even so, the meaning slipped past him.



He dared to ask, “My lord, do you mean to send me on explorada?”


“Yes, son,” the duke said, nodding.


Five centuries ago, when the Empire was small and the world vast, emperors allowed lords to embark on expeditions beyond its borders, to annex new lands to the Empire. Half the newly gained territory became the lord’s fief; the rest belonged to the Crown. These expeditions were called exploradas. But that was five hundred years ago!


“My lord, I don’t understand. There are no unexplored lands left! The entire continent of Polaris is already under the Crown’s rule!”

“Polaris—yes.”


Erwin’s eyes widened. “You mean… the Outland?”


“Correct.”


Gods! The Outland—a vast, wild, primeval, and frozen continent. A narrow isthmus covered by the Crystal Mountains connects Polaris to the Outland. On the far side, there are no human settlements. No maps exist! In the misty age before the Descent of the Fore-Mothers, nomadic tribes wandered the Outland. But even they summoned the courage to cross the Crystal Mountains and settle in Polaris—that’s how terrible life was beyond the peaks!



And now his father wanted to claim a portion of the Outland? Why?!


“You’ll cross the mountains and reach Spot—the only settlement on the isthmus,” the duke continued. “There you’ll receive additional supplies, delivered by ship. Then you will push into the Outland. You’ll need to cross the Soft Fields and the Shadow Forest beyond them. There are reports of a great river deep within the forest, some three hundred miles from the Crystal Mountains. It’s the only known river in the Outland, and it has no name. The legends call it simply the River. Your task is to find a site on this River suitable for building a spark dam.”

“A spark dam, my lord?! In the Outland?!”

“I’ve said enough.”


Gods, what nonsense! Building a spark dam was a colossal, inhuman task—even in the heart of the Empire! Only ten had been built in a century! And here, in the Outland, hundreds of miles from the nearest settlement… They’d need to build a road, an entire city for craftsmen and workers, and only then could they start on the dam itself. Darkness, they’d barely scraped together enough money for the underground tomb! What about laying rails for hundreds of miles, and founding a new city in the middle of the forest? And even if Lord Adrian agreed to support them—with money, manpower, knowledge (which was doubtful in itself)—what about his heir? Would he be as gracious? And if not—what then? A city in the frozen wilderness, filled with thousands of destitute souls. Nothing more.


“My lord, may I offer a counterpoint?”

“No.”

“May I at least share my thoughts?”

“You may speak tomorrow. But know in advance—it will not change my decision. This meeting is over. I await another visitor.”

Erwin flinched as he realized another aspect of his father’s plan.

“The journey to and from the River will take months. I’ll return to the capital in autumn—Adrian’s engagement will already be settled!”

“You won’t return to the capital at all. Upon your return from the explorada, you’ll remain in First Winter. This summer, I myself will travel to Faunterra to offer the emperor an apology for your actions.”


“My lord,” Erwin pleaded, “this summer is a turning point in history! An opportunity that won’t come again! I’ve seen the error of my ways—I’ll repent before the seignior and prove our loyalty. I won’t take a single step without your consent. But I beg you—let me spend the summer in Faunterra—”


His grace cut him off: “I am your father and your liege. Fortunately, I have no need to persuade you. You will simply carry out my will.”


Yes, my lord. Yes, my lord. Unclench your teeth, move your tongue, push out the words: yes, my lord. While you still hold a title, and your back still holds its skin.


“Yes, my lord,” Erwin said through gritted teeth.

“Good. You will depart as soon as the wedding festivities end. Now go.”

When Erwin opened the door, he saw another man waiting outside with the guards—clearly the visitor his father had been expecting.

The duke saw him in the doorway and said: “Meet your future companion, son.”

“At your service, my lord,” the guest said, bowing. “Luis María of the Shoals, imperial mechanic of the Second Guild.”

Erwin introduced himself quickly and made to leave, but not before the mechanic managed to catch a glimpse of his face—bloodless, and twisted with anger and bitterness.


Later, Erwin would often wonder: how much had Luis María heard through the door? It was thick and solid, but the voices inside had been raised, and stone walls carry sound all too well.



3. SPARK


March 21–22, 1774 A.D.F.
Forestmarch, County of Shayland—Bearfang, County of Northwood


Sir Clive Maria Bella, Lord of Stagfort, died so quickly he had no time to feel or even understand what had happened. He heard only the whisper of air—and then, in the next breath, a bolt pierced his skull. By the time the knight’s body tumbled from the saddle and struck the ground, his soul had already arrived on the Star.

Most of the retinue shared Clive’s fate. But his daughter… Someone had struck her mare with a whip, and the beast lunged into a gallop. Mira clung low to the withers, hearing the pounding of hooves, the searing breath of the horse—and fainter, behind it all, the shouts of men and the clash of steel. Soon those sounds faded. Mira slowed her mount to a canter and dared to glance back. Two riders had caught up to her—Guron, one of her father's warriors, and Lisha, her maid.

“We mustn’t stop, my lady. There may be pursuit,” warned Guron.

She had no intention of stopping. Guron kept glancing her way, clearly afraid she might fall behind—or break down. But Mira had no urge to cry. She wasn’t even sure she felt anything at all. All the sounds had become muffled, as though heard through thick cloth. And the forest—it had turned gray, like twilight.

After some time, Guron, seeing no sign of pursuers, slowed his pace. Mira followed suit. She felt no weariness.


The warrior and the maid conferred about what should be done. Why don’t they ask me? Mira thought dully. It made no difference to her where they went—and somehow they knew it. Guron had said returning to Stagfort would be dangerous—that they might run into another ambush. Lisha agreed. Guron then suggested they head to Lord Vittor of Shayland, the late Sir Clive’s liege. Lisha called that foolishness. The castle of House Shayland lay three days off, maybe more. Better to continue the way they had been going—by evening they would reach safety. Guron conceded the point.



Earlier that day—a lifetime ago, it now seemed—they had been riding toward Northwood, to Bearfang, at the invitation of Countess Sybil of Northwood. They brew coffee in the countess’s castle, Mira thought. And there’s a tame bear. The thoughts meant nothing. But there were no other thoughts. Only the washed-out fog of grief in her mind. Mira rode on, knees pressed tight to the mare’s sweating flanks.


By mid-afternoon, they crossed the river and entered Northwood. A mounted patrol met them on the road. Guron relayed what had happened, and the captain assigned an escort. Around them stretched the vast northern forest—dim and deep.


Lisha rode alongside her mistress and began to speak. Her voice purred like a cat’s. She’s trying to comfort me? Mira guessed. How strange.


“Don’t worry,” Mira said. “Don’t trouble yourself about me.”

Lisha went on talking, even reached out and touched her mistress’s arm. Mira had no words to give in return—and no sense of why any reply was needed. She waited the talking out, and Lisha fell silent.

At sunset they arrived at the castle. Bearfang always appeared suddenly: the road twisted through thick woodland, the trees pressing close—and then, all at once, the forest vanished, and the town opened before them. The slope of the hill and the riverside were blanketed in a maze of brown timber houses. Boats and piers speckled the water. Atop the rise stood the castle—vast, solid, and sharp-edged. Bearfang was the capital of the northern woods.
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Later, they waited in the solar. The sun was dying; everything outside turned black or rose-colored. A servant lit candles, and somehow it only made the room darker.

“The countess will be with you shortly, milady… Would you care for wine or coffee?”


Mira stared at the candles. Why do they burn so dimly? She pinched one wick between her fingers—it went out. Another. A third. Her father had said, “Love those dear to you. Love each minute. Don’t waste time. One day, someone will be gone—and it will happen suddenly.”
Suddenly.



She extinguished the last candle. The pain in her fingers felt as dull as the dying flame. It will happen suddenly…


The steward entered the room, chest puffed, and bellowed, “Sybil Dorina Denisa of House Susan, Countess of Northwood!”

He stepped aside, and the lady herself swept in.

Countess Sybil was a presence. When she entered, it became difficult to look at anyone else. Tall and regal, she had wheat-gold hair and broad shoulders. Her emerald gown shimmered with golden embroidery, and trimmed with white bearskin.

“Mira, poor child!” the countess exclaimed. “Unthinkable! What a horror! I could scarcely believe it!”

“Your Grace…” Mira curtsied.

Sybil took her hand, eased her into a chair, and sat down beside her, still clutching her fingers. She snapped her own, and the servants scattered—clearly knowing exactly what she required.

“Come now, dearest, how do you feel? Don’t keep your grief bottled up!”

Mira understood what was required of her.

“I’m grateful for your kindness, milady,” she said softly. “We were ambushed near the border of Northwood. My father was slain—along with nearly all who were with us.”

“Monstrous!” cried the countess, pulling Mira close. She likely expected the girl to weep on her bearskin-trimmed shoulder. Mira touched it lightly with the tip of her nose, waited a moment, then gently pulled away.

“My lady, we shouldn't have come to you in such a pitiful state. We only pressed on to Bearfang because the road back was too perilous. If you would be so kind as to provide an escort to Stagfort…”

“No, no, no!” Sybil shook her head firmly. “Nonsense! I’ll handle everything. My men will scour the forest and bring those scoundrels to justice. You, child, will stay here—where it’s safe. I’ll see to your care.”

Mira was no child—she had turned seventeen that winter. Her father’s liege lord was Count Vittor of Shayland. Which now made him her liege. Yet Countess Sybil took a most personal interest in her, offering patronage with no trace of hesitation. Perhaps it was the ancient lineage in Mira’s blood—the countess had a known fondness for noble names. Or perhaps it was because of Mira’s late mother… or Sybil’s own daughter, who was Mira’s age.

“My liege lord is Count Vittor,” Mira pointed out. “He should be told what happened.”

Sybil waved a hand dismissively.

“He shall, of course. I’ll send a rider. But dearest, don’t imagine Vittor will concern himself overmuch. He’s getting married. Three weeks of drunken revels and a feather-brained princess await him.”


Ah yes. Mira had heard of this. Wedding talk never interested her much, and she rarely remembered the details.


A servant brought two wooden cups and filled them with a fragrant, spiced liquid. Sybil handed one to Mira.

“Hanti—best medicine for the soul. Drink, child.”

Without waiting, the countess downed hers in one gulp, grunted in satisfaction, and flushed pink. Mira took a few sips. It scorched her throat, and the haze in her head thickened. Sybil held out her cup again, and the servant refilled it.

“Now tell me—what did the attackers look like?”

Mira didn’t know. She called to Guron, who recounted the tale. “There were at least a dozen, Your Grace. They bore no crests, but they were dressed uniformly. Their weapons matched too—crossbows and axes.”

“So—not your usual forest bandits?”

“No, my lady. Their gear was good, and they fought well. We were cut down in moments.”

“Then why are you still alive?” Sybil asked, not without disdain.

Guron lowered his eyes and had no answer.

“Well, perhaps it’s for the best. You brought the girl. Alone, she’d never have made it.” She waved him away.


Not like bandits, Mira thought. That must mean something. But it was hard to think clearly—the fog in her mind was too thick, and her strength was failing.


“To your father—a noble knight and good man,” said Sybil, raising her cup. “May his soul know joy and peace.”

Later, they sat at a table heaped with food. There was much meat and fish, but little bread. There were sauces of berries, herbs, pickled things. Everything was spicy or sharp—as was typical in Northwood. Mira forced down a few bites. The hanti, the smells, the fog—all turned her stomach. Sybil spoke to her, and Mira tried to respond, though her own words sounded far away.


At last, the ordeal ended—Mira was shown to her chambers. Her maid was allowed to stay the night in the same room, in case anything was needed. I won’t need anything, thought Mira. I’ll lie down, close my eyes, and vanish.


She drifted off the moment her eyelids shut.


Far past midnight, the girl awoke.
Darkness reigned, save for the Star burning in the sky beyond the window, and a handful of flickering lights on the distant towers. But the veil had lifted; the lights were sharp now, even blinding. And all else was clear too.
Her father had gone to follow her mother.
There was no one left. She was alone in the dark.
Those closest vanish without warning. What remains is the emptiness.
I am the emptiness. I am the cold and the dark.


Mira felt the sting of tears. She wept—perhaps for hours, or days—lulled by the gentle snoring of her maid. When dawn came, months later, it seemed, Mira fell asleep again, all her strength spent on grief.

* * *


There lives, in the castle of Northwood, a learned bear. His name is Maverick.
If Mira had ever known how to make friends, he would’ve been her first.


Maverick is a massive predator, weighing well over a thousand pounds. His claws are longer than Mira’s forefinger; his head—broad and domed like a barrel—holds kind, round eyes and a glossy black nose. His fur changes with the seasons, and now, in spring, it gleams a sparkling, silken emerald.


Maverick is, frankly, indecently clever. Say, “Maverick, dance!” and he will fix you with a thoughtful look—and if he sees a fish or a sugar bun in your hand, he’ll rise onto his hind legs, spin in a circle, stamp his paws, sway his great head side to side, and even attempt a clumsy curtsey.
When you laugh and can’t help crying out, “Bravo! Well done!”—Maverick will turn, open his maw, and point into it with one giant paw. Then you’ll see monstrous inch-long fangs and a soft pink tongue.



He can also bow in three directions, beat his chest, or rub his eyes with his paws as if crying (he always does this if someone sings a knightly ballad). He can even pretend to be dead, rolling flat on his back! And Maverick knows people by sight. If Jonas, the beastwarden, walks in—Maverick sits squarely on his haunches and opens his mouth. In the presence of Lord Northwood, he scratches under his arms or gnaws at his belly. But when Countess Sybil enters—he rises to his full towering height and raises one solemn paw like a soldier of the Emperor’s guard at an honor watch. Maverick adores the countess. Everyone in the castle knows this.
They say Lady Sybil can walk into his cage and hug him, tug his ear, or lay her palm on his tongue. Of course, Maverick must be very well-fed—and the countess not entirely sober—but still.



When Mira enters the menagerie, the emerald bear smiles. And today he smiled again, even licked his own nose.
She had woken late, with the sun already high. Lisha was nowhere to be seen, and Mira was glad for the solitude. She dressed, washed her face with water from a pitcher, and went for a walk through the castle.
Knowing the place well, she chose the emptiest halls and quietest corridors. People were exhausting; Mira had long since learned this. People asked questions—and worse, they had feelings. Their faces showed things; their voices shifted tone. They spoke words—some carrying too much meaning, some none at all.
Mira had grown up in a tiny fortress on the empire’s northern fringe. The world of people seemed to her chaotic, disordered, and unpredictable.
But Maverick was different. He spoke little—most often only “Arr-rooo-oo!” or “Ooo-urrr-rrr.” Each sounds had their own shades of meaning, and Mira always seemed to understand them.



The castle of Bearfang is vast and smells of pine. Its halls are tall and shadowed, its fireplaces wide enough to devour a tree. Crossed swords and halberds hang on the walls; the chairs are mighty, the tables unbreakable. Furs are everywhere—on floors, walls, benches, and beds, including the enormous one Mira had slept in.
The halls are bristling with hunting trophies. Boars and wolves, elk and ironhorns, even the skulls of tuskbeasts. But never bears.
The bear is the symbol of Northwood’s strength—no hunter in these lands would dare slay one… unless the beast struck first.


Passing a series of halls and galleries, Mira reached the menagerie. Maverick smiled. She sat before the iron bars and said, “Hello, my fine fellow. How goes life? I do hope you’re content and well-fed.”

Maverick answered with a deep, pleased, “Ooo-urrr-rrr.”

The girl confessed, “I envy you a little. And… I missed you.”

Maverick smiled again and licked his nose.


“May I pet your head?” Mira asked, though she wasn’t sure she’d dare even if he agreed.
Maverick gave her an unreadable look, and Mira understood—he wasn’t thrilled by the idea.


“Well, then, dance for me. Please, dance.”

She had no treat, but Maverick thought it over, rose on his hind legs, and began to spin, stamping lightly. Just to bring Mira a moment of joy. It cost him nothing.

“Bravo, you clever thing!”

“Lady Minerva.” Someone had called her name.

Mira saw a red-haired girl in a gray woolen dress. Gloria—daughter of Countess Sybil. Like her mother, Gloria was quite striking. Her beauty lay in a body brimming with health, energetic movements, expressive features—large green eyes, golden-red curls, plump lips. Only the freckles on her cheeks spoiled her face somewhat, giving it a touch of rustic simplicity.

Gloria was Mira’s age, even similar in build, and by all logic, the girls ought to have become friends. Yet the countess’s daughter had discovered the taste of power too early, and it had made her rather capricious and coarse. Five years ago, during their last meeting, Gloria’s favorite amusement had been tormenting the servants with absurd errands—like tying three cats together by their tails and tossing them onto the banquet table among the guests. She took great pleasure in doing mischief: breaking things, smearing them, ruining them—and then watching the countess punish some maid for it. Lady Sybil would rather blame anyone than her daughter.

However, the countess had seen her child’s nature with clarity, and taken action. Gloria had been sent to the girls’ boarding school at the Monastery of Saint Helena-by-the-Lake, where she spent three years. This cloistered institution, known for its harsh discipline, enjoyed a reputation as the finest finishing school for brides in the Polari Empire. Unlike other schools that taught only social graces, genteel arts, polite conversation, and submission, Helena-by-the-Lake gave its students something more: the art of governance. It was believed that its graduates could become assets to their husbands not only in the home and salons, but in matters of politics and diplomacy as well.

It seemed the school had done its job. Gloria bowed politely and said, without a trace of her former arrogance, “Lady Minerva, I offer you my sincerest condolences.”

“Thank you. You are very kind.”

“Mother is looking for you. It’s time for breakfast, Lady Minerva. Would you join us?”

Mira was pleasantly surprised. Even the fact that the countess’s daughter had come herself rather than sending a servant was a graceful gesture.

“With pleasure, Lady Gloria.”

“Minerva Gemma Alessandra of Line Yanmei, Lady of Stagfort,” the footman announced, opening the dining hall doors for her, and Mira was startled by the sound of her full name. Minerva Gemma—it sounded far too pompous and gilded. No one ever called her that.

Waiting at the table were Lady Sybil and her husband. Count Elias of Northwood wore shoulder-length snow-white hair bound with a silver circlet in the northern fashion. That exhausted the nobility of his appearance. In all other respects, the count looked like a gaunt, peevish old man—and so he was. He was four decades older than his wife. Of all life’s concerns, Elias cared only for ships: riverboats and sea vessels; barges, caravels, and galleons; their rigging and seafaring qualities. Everything else fell under Lady Sybil’s authority, and the count rarely involved himself unless absolutely necessary.

Gloria was Elias and Sybil’s only child. At the time of their wedding, the count was already sixty—in such an age, even one child was considered a blessing. From a previous marriage, the count had three sons, but they were all away on various errands.

“How did you sleep, my child?” asked Sybil.

‘My child’—that meant Mira, not Gloria, she realized, catching the countess’s gaze.

“Thank you, milady. I slept well and feel rested.” Sybil gestured for her to sit opposite. Mira took her seat and asked, “I would love some coffee, if I may.”

“I knew you’d say that,” the countess said, smiling. A cup of the aromatic bitter drink—a rarity in the North—was placed before her. Mira took several sips with pleasure. There are two things in this world that wonderfully clear the mind: solitude and coffee.

“Milady, I’ve been thinking about what happened,” Mira said.

“And what have you concluded?”

“My father was murdered, milady. The books say: judge intent by the outcome. I believe the ambush was meant to kill him. It was neither robbery nor a chance skirmish. Someone sent those thugs to assassinate him deliberately.”

“Did good Sir Clive have any enemies?”

“Not in these parts. But before I was born, he lived in the capital, and there was a foul business—a palace conspiracy. He may still have enemies from those days.”

“A clever child,” Sybil remarked—not so much to Mira as to her husband. Elias seemed uninterested; he was slicing bits from a cheese braid, tucking them into his cheek, and chewing with his few remaining teeth. His gaze wandered.

“That’s what we thought at first as well,” said the countess. “But then something came to light. Find yourself in this book, dear.”


Sybil handed Mira a heavy leather-bound tome. A golden quill crossed with a sword was embossed on the cover, with a winding inscription below: Origins, Course, and Branches of the Illustrious Yanmei Dynasty. The royal genealogy? A joke, surely. Mira smiled shyly. Yes, her name could be found somewhere in the final pages—she’d known that since childhood. A blood thread tied her through one, another, a third noble family, leading to none other than His Majesty Adrian—Emperor of Polari. Mira was his third cousin, or something of the sort. But still…


“Milady, forgive me, but this is a dead end. Between me and the throne stands a dozen people more noble and more worthy. And even were that not so, His Majesty Adrian is in the fullness of his strength. He will have sons, and the branches of the tree will matter not at all. I’m no closer to the throne than Maverick the bear is to the Princess of Shimmeriee.”

“That’s what your parents wisely taught you as a child. Had you believed you might inherit the crown, you’d have lost yourself in dreams. But the years have passed, and things have changed.”

The countess opened the book and began drawing pencil marks through names—one after another. A dozen nobles had gone to the block or lost their titles after the Fool’s Conspiracy—a long diagonal line. These died on a hunt—pencil crosses over the names. That one lost his head in a feud—another cross. One became a monk and renounced his claim. Several were taken by plague (scribble, scribble—crossed lines), and one lost his mind after a seizure (scribble). In that family, four children died in infancy—cursed by the gods. Cross, cross… Who remained?

Sybil circled three names.

“After everything, my dear, you are fourth in the line of succession. And if we discount Manson, who has been the court jester and laughingstock for seventeen years, then you are third.”

Mira shrugged: third it was.

“That changes nothing, milady. The emperor is soon to marry. A direct heir will be born.”


“Exactly—is soon to marry.” Sybil gave Mira a meaningful look. Mira didn’t understand and admitted as much.


“Oh, you naïve child!” cried Sybil.

“A conspiracy. Another wretched conspiracy,” muttered the count.

“You mean…” Mira began, but fell silent. The idea seemed too absurd.


“They meant to kill you, not your father!” Gloria declared—then corrected herself. “You, Lady Minerva.”


“Yes, my dear. Poor Sir Clive was not the target. You were,” Sybil stated. “Someone wants to clear the path to the throne.”

But what sense does that make, when the emperor is alive and well? Absurd…

And then Mira understood. “So you believe more killings will follow?”

“More than one!” Gloria said with grim enthusiasm.

“I think His Majesty would be most interested to hear about this,” said Sybil. “This sounds like the beginning of a plot—and the emperor himself may well be the final target. We must go to the capital.”

“We…?”

“You thought to return to your ancestral home? And who will protect you there—the stableboy and the maid? Stagfort is all but empty, and one of the few remaining men clearly serves someone else.”

That much was true. Mira had thought of it. The killers had known too well where and when to strike.

But to travel to the capital of the Empire... Faunterra—a colossal anthill, bustling and vain, overflowing with voices and feelings… and conspiracies. Mira had never been there. Which of the two evils to choose: plunge into that human maelstrom, or return to a cold, empty home? Which solitude is more bearable—that of the wilderness, or that of a crowd? What drives one mad more surely—noise, or longing?

“I see you’re pleased, dear,” Sybil observed keenly. “What girl doesn’t dream of the glittering capital, of receptions and balls, of an audience with His Majesty himself? We’ll leave tomorrow—and in a month, you’ll see Faunterra, the finest city in the world!”

In her heart, Mira was grateful the countess had made the choice for her.

“And you’re going to the capital as well, milady? And Gloria?”

“A wedding,” Elias grumbled. “We’re expected in First Winter.”

“Ah, of course! The Origins are finally marrying off their eccentric princess—cause for grand celebration! Dearest Elias, spare me. Go with the children to First Winter, and send my apologies, congratulations, and all the usual nonsense. I have a meeting in the capital with someone of far greater importance than that flock of red-and-black peacocks.”

Countess Sybil’s jealous disdain for House Origin was no secret. Their line was older and nobler, their duchy’s history full of legendary figures and glorious triumphs. The Vale of First Winter was sacred—the place where the Fore-Mothers first descended to Earth. Northwood, though vast and powerful, was seen across the Empire as a forest full of bears and bearded brutes. Sybil was clearly glad for the excuse to avoid the wedding. This time, Mira could relate—there was nothing more tiresome than feigning politeness out of duty.

“Go then,” the count agreed. Then, gazing at the ceiling, he added, “But don’t expect too much gratitude from the crown. Dynasties don’t like to feel beholden. I know their kind. Adrian won’t shower you with honors, Sybil, or lead you to the first dance. When heads start to roll, yours simply won’t be among them—that’ll be your reward. And you…” He waved vaguely in Mira’s direction. “You, Adrian won’t even notice.”


4. COIN

Late March – Early April, 1774 A.D.F.

Northeastern Duchy of Almera

The best entertainment is people. Harmon Paula Roger had always been fond of pithy sayings.

Year after year, he traced the same old circle: eastern Almera, Crownland, the Southern Way, County of Shayland, northern Almera, back to the east. The roads were equally dusty in summer, equally muddy in spring; towns and villages, castles—they differed at a glance, but at their core, all were the same. Harmon could read but didn’t care for it, and he was stingy with coin when it came to books. He liked his drink, but kept it in check while on the road. The red draft horses plodded slowly, dragging the trader’s heavy wagons, and the miles crept beneath the wheels one after the other, endless. Another man might have howled with boredom, changed professions. Yet, Harmon found amusement in his retinue.

For instance, he was entertained by how Curl—a dark-haired, shaggy peasant who served as Harmon’s groom and loader—constantly quarreled with his wife.

Curl always muttered complaints loud enough for her to hear: "Give me a flatcake… Stale again, I’ll break my teeth. Do you dry these things out on purpose? Ought to smack you with it… Where are you off to? Bathing in the river? What are you, a girl? An old crone like you—and still splashing around! You'll scrub the skin off yourself… Better bring some water, wash my trousers. They're so stiff from the filth they won't bend. Send Sarah to the farm for milk. No money? Ask the master. Why should I? You're the woman—you ask."

Louisa rarely replied, but when she did, it was loud and biting: "Oh, look who's giving orders! Our mighty lord! Shut your gob, my lord! If I wanted a lord, I wouldn't have married you!"

Then she'd relocate to another wagon for half the day and shout insults from there if she thought up a good one. Occasionally, she’d throw an apple or a mug at her husband.

Curling, their son, often tried to make peace and ended up caught in the crossfire, while clever little Sarah—the groom’s ten-year-old daughter—would side with one parent against the other and frequently earned a treat for it.

Harmon was also amused by old drunkard Doxet—more of a coachman than a guard. Doxet loved spinning yarns about his glorious military past. He remembered the details vaguely but was never shy about embellishing them on the spot. For example, he often told how he fought marshmen on the banks of the Sidar. At first, he wielded an axe and cut down five mail-clad swordsmen. Last year, he said he’d used a spear to impale a squire and unhorse a knight. This spring, however, he claimed he nearly drowned during a river crossing when a noble shot him in the shoulder with a crossbow bolt—which he then pulled out and discovered the fletching was made of pure silver.

Curling was a frequent listener. At first, he was confused by the contradictions in Doxet’s tales, but then he got used to it—after all, anything could happen in war; that’s what war was. From then on, Curling often pestered Doxet with questions like: "Did you ever fight on horseback? With a mace? What happens if a horse kicks your helmet? Have you seen a duke or count up close? What kind of armor do they wear? Can you catch an arrow in flight?"

And the old soldier would answer without hesitation—that you could catch an arrow, but only with your left hand, and near the fletching; that you could tell a count from a duke easily: a count had a silver crest on his shoulder, while a duke bore gold on his chest; and that during the battle of Lowville, an enemy stallion kicked Doxet so hard in the forehead that his helmet caved in and wouldn’t come off, but his skull didn’t crack—he just saw stars and couldn’t eat for a week, and could only drink water.

Snipe was another sort of entertainment. Always grim, he never spoke about himself, though Harmon had long known he was a deserter, wanted back home either for the gallows or the stake. Snipe could stay silent for days, and sometimes looked so surly that passing peasants mistook him for a brigand and fled the road.

Yet occasionally, something—some small event—would make him wistful. Snipe would sigh and scratch his stubbled cheeks, then have a couple of mugs with Doxet and say, “Ah, life…” That often happened when Snipe watched Curl arguing with Louisa. The deserter wouldn’t have minded a wife of his own—someone to yell at him, throw things, take a slap, then get pulled to the floor and have her skirts pushed up…

Or so, at least, imagined Harmon Paula Roger the way of Snipe’s reveries.

But ever since leaving Smolden, all former diversions had paled beside the far more curious sight that was the new mercenary.

The mere arrival of Joachin had brought considerable liveliness to Harmon's entourage. He introduced himself as follows: “Joachin Yves Hanna. I am your master’s new shield.”

Then he shook hands with the men, tousled the children’s hair, and strolled down the caravan as if he owned the place, inspecting the wagons and supplies with an appraising look. Harmon briefly suspected he was about to receive a few valuable tips and important corrections, but Joachin merely nodded approvingly at the end of his review. The rest of the retinue clustered closer to their employer, watching in cautious silence.

“I’ve hired a third guard,” Harmon announced. “A wife needs a husband, and a coin needs a sword.”

Curling snorted in delight, Luisa smiled, and the groom muttered:

“More mouths to feed. You'll be cooking twice as much, wife. Maybe now you’ll actually make an effort.”

Snipe offered a noncommittal grunt—not out of jealousy, more like skepticism. Doxet, however, was taken aback and said nothing at all, yet he was the first to sidle up to the newcomer, eyeing him with intense scrutiny. Soon the others followed suit.

As soon as the caravan moved on, Joachin chose his position: slightly ahead and to the left of the lead wagon, which Harmon and Snipe drove in turns. It was a nimble and strategic spot. In empty stretches of road, he could rein in his mare and ride alongside the wagon to share some observation or other with his employer.

“What sort of road is this? More holes than path. The local lord ought to be ashamed,” Joachin would say—not like a complaint, more like a patient schoolmaster gently scolding an absent student. “My mare rides smooth, but I bet your backside gets flattened in that cart.”

Or:

“Storm’s brewing. Might rain soon. Doesn’t bother me—I’ve always liked the weather, whatever it is.”

Or:

“I don’t understand places like Almera. I like things clear. If it’s the North, give me snow. If it’s the South, give me heat. Plains should be flat, mountains should rise. And here? Not cold, not hot, no peaks to climb, no steppe to gallop across. Just these hills—what’re they even supposed to be?”

As they entered each roadside village, Joachin would ride ten yards ahead of the rest, leading the caravan like a standard-bearer before an army. As with any man bearing a sword, he stirred suspicion first, curiosity second. When the villagers asked who he was, with proud economy he would reply, “We serve Harmon Paula.”

At noon halts, Joachin never showed the slightest anxiety about his share. He simply sat down near the merchant and calmly waited to be served. The chunks of cheese and strips of ham Louisa would give him turned out larger than those given to Curl or Snipe.

For the nights, Harmon offered him a place in the lead wagon’s rear half—beside Snipe and a load of crockery. Joachin declined.

“I like the sky overhead. Makes me feel free. Sleeping on boards among sacks and pots—I don’t get that.”

He laid out his jacket beneath the ash tree, used his saddle for a pillow, pulled a cloak over himself, and soon fell into a deep sleep. Judging by the baritone snoring that followed, neither fear nor conscience troubled him.

A man trades what he’s got. Merchants sell goods, young women trade on beauty, nobles on pedigree, knights on courage. Joachin Yves Hanna dealt in importance—and he was good at it. Harmon Paula respected the skill, as one craftsman honors another’s art.


The others didn’t notice the mastery. Curling stared wide-eyed at Joachin’s sword and helmet; Louisa admired his strong arms and broad chest; Doxet saw the smooth young face, unspoiled by wrinkles, and instinctively called him “son.” But Harmon saw what the rest missed: a professional peddler of self-assurance, stocked with tricks and tools.


Joachin might well have taken the boy under his wing and taught him the trade.

“Speak about everything as if you’re the one who decides what’s good or bad,” he might have begun. “The road is crooked. The forest’s too thin. The county border runs through hills—it’d be better if it followed the river. Wooden bridge? Sensible. Why waste stone?”

“Always give advice—plenty of it—but say little. Let it drop casually, in passing, like a favor. Without you, things fall apart. Where to place barrels in the wagon? Where to make camp? How to grip the reins? Whether to guard the horses at night? Who else could know, if not you?”


“Never fuss. Leave that for small folk. Do everything slow and deliberate. Nothing begins without you, and nothing ends. Smile rarely. And if you can’t help but laugh, make sure to say: ‘Funny…’—as if you’re not just amused, but bestowing approval.”



“And if someone shares bad news, don’t sigh like a washerwoman. Curl tells of a town he saw last summer, burned to embers—only coal heaps where houses once stood? You answer: ‘Happens.’ You know worse things happen.”



“Say little about yourself. Others wail and weep over their lot—fools. Offer only what fits the moment, and add something impressive. You see Doxet’s spear? Say: ‘I once fought with a spear, too—against a mail-clad knight with an axe. Took some sweat, but I skewered him in the end. Still, I trust a sword more.’ And tap the hilt for emphasis.”


“And most of all,” Joachin would finish, “if there’s something you truly know how to do, wear it with quiet pride. Don’t wave it like a flag—but don’t be afraid to let it shine when the moment calls.”

The morning after Smolden, Harmon Paula was roused by a rhythmic clanging sound. Pushing aside the curtain, he saw Joachin standing bare-chested, sword in hand. With his left arm tucked behind his back, the handsome young man lunged at an ash tree, striking left and right, then sidestepped swiftly as if dodging a counterblow. His muscles flexed with every move, sweat gleaming on his chest. Alternating his thrusts with evasions or parries, Joachin circled the tree. Branches and splinters flew.


Louise, Sarah, and Curling stared at him wide-eyed, and even Snipe nodded with grudging respect. Then the boy spun, gripped the sword with both hands, raised it high, and in one fluid motion, he cleaved through a thick branch behind his back. Hah!


“Whoa…” Curling breathed. Sarah clapped her hands.


And now I know all there is to know about the lad, Harmon thought, half-pleased, more annoyed. Reading people as scholars read books had long since ceased to be an art or a point of pride for Harmon—it had become mere habit. Books like Joachin’s, Harmon had pulled from the shelf more than once, opened, skimmed, studied… bought them, sold them, sometimes one at a time, sometimes by the weight. There was no mystery in them. And part of him, deep down, regretted it.


Harmon did not yet know that the lad would soon surprise him.

* * *

The Sixmile Forest stretched like a narrow ribbon through the marshy lowlands. It ran a good thirty miles long, but at its widest point was no more than six, hence the name. Yet it was well known that crossing the Sixmile sideways was a poor idea. Streams soaked the ground, turning it to swamp. One of the two roads through the forest was entirely impassable in spring; the other could barely be managed, if the load wasn’t too heavy and if it hadn’t rained for a few days. It was this second road that Harmon Paula chose for his caravan.

“Sixmile sideways?” Snipe repeated from the driver’s seat.

“So what? Hasn’t rained in a week—we’ll get through. The detour’s a whole day longer,” Harmon said breezily, then ducked into his curtained half of the wagon, and stretched out on the sheepskin bench.

Snipe grunted but steered into the woods.

The first few miles were pleasant enough: wheels rolled smoothly, the shade brought cool air, and birds chirped. A few fallen trunks blocked the path here and there, but Joachin and Snipe easily cleared them aside. Once, they came across wild boar tracks, and Joachin shared some thoughts about hunting—apparently with himself, as Snipe stayed silent and the others likely weren’t listening.

Then the road dipped lower and began to soften. They crossed a stream, where they spooked a hare at the water’s edge. Mud squelched beneath their hooves, but the horses held firm and trod steadily onwards.

A second stream appeared, with a log bridge across it—old, partly rotted, but still seemingly solid. The draft horses stepped cautiously onto it, their hooves cautiously testing the slick surface.

“Is that a hut over there?” Joachin asked, squinting into the trees.

“Aye, good traveler, that it is,” came a croaky voice as a man stepped out of the bushes.

Harmon pulled the curtain aside and peeked through the slit. Two more figures appeared behind the first—shaggy and squat, clad in boiled leather with metal studs, ambling forward while spinning their battleaxes idly. One took hold of the draft horses’ reins; another approached Joachin. The third—the croaky-voiced one—blocked the wagon’s exit from the bridge. He leaned on the shaft of a flail and wore a chainmail shirt and a steel half-helm. An old man—gray-haired, wrinkled, yet wiry and far from feeble.

“You’ve entered our fiefdom, good travelers,” the croaky one announced. “Toll’s due for crossing the bridge.”

“I don’t see any crests on your… uh… armor,” Joachin remarked. “Does the lord who owns this forest know of your faithful service?”

The shaggy axe-man chuckled and stopped a mere three feet from Joachin’s mare—just the right distance to slash her leg and still avoid the rider’s sword. Joachin laid a hand on his hilt. A whistle sounded behind him. Turning, Joachin saw an archer perched on a branch, bow drawn, winking cheekily. The arrowhead pointed at the back of his neck.

“We are our own lords, good travelers,” said the old man. “I’m Lord Graybeard. Before you are my brothers-in-lordship—Brown and Clubfoot—and the one in the tree is Lord Nimble. Pay the toll, good travelers, and be on your way.”

“How much?” Snipe growled.

“Two agatas per horse, three per head, and a glory coin for the pretty lad with the sword. So what’s the sum?” the old man grinned toothlessly. “I’m not great at arithmetic…”

“About an elena,” the archer said. “Maybe one and a half—I’ve lost count.”

“Huh,” muttered Snipe.

Then Joachin leapt off his horse. An arrow whistled sharply—but missed. The boy had moved too fast. Now he was on his feet, sword drawn. The shaggy man lunged at him and swung his axe. Joachin parried—steel rang on steel. The axe glanced off, down and to the side, and as the shaggy man raised it again, Joachin struck with a short swing and sliced open the man’s forearm. His axe clattered onto the logs as his blood spurted. The man screamed like a stuck pig.

Pretty One stepped toward him but didn’t finish him off. Instead, he grabbed his foe and spun him around—like a dance at a village wedding. Just in time: the archer, who’d been aiming, pulled his shot aside so as not to hit his companion, and the arrow meant for Joachin only scratched his arm.

Joachin tossed the wounded man aside, drew a dagger from its sheath, and threw. The archer gave a strangled gasp and collapsed with a crunch.

It had all happened so quickly the rest barely had time to react. Snipe grabbed his axe and jumped from the driver’s bench. The old man seized his flail and charged Joachin. The bandit who’d been holding the horses now rushed Snipe, axe raised. The deserter parried and struck back. Weapon clashed against weapon, again and again. Axe fights are relatively slow affairs, so Harmon had time. He cocked his crossbow, took careful aim, and drove a bolt through the bandit’s right shoulder. The man dropped his weapon, and with the next blow, Snipe cleaved into his side below the ribs.

Meanwhile, the hoarse-voiced elder was pressing Joachin back, deftly swinging his flail to keep him at bay. The iron-spiked ball whistled through the air, tracing deadly arcs too close to Joachin’s face for comfort.

“Hey, gray lord,” Harmon called, raising his crossbow. “You might want to drop that noisemaker before you hurt yourself…”

The old man glanced back and weighed his odds. Snipe was closing in.

“Harmon?!” he cried. “Harmon the merchant! Why didn’t you say so right off? What are you hiding for?!”

“Well, you see,” Harmon said amiably, “I dozed off in the wagon. Woke up to this whole mess. But seriously—put down the flail. Hard to find mutual understanding otherwise.”

There was nowhere to run. The gray lord stood on the log bridge, with Joachin in front and Snipe behind. He dropped his weapon reluctantly.

“Harmon, honestly…” the old man grumbled. “Why treat us like we’re some kind of bandits?”

“What? Never!” Harmon feigned shock. “Perish the thought. What kind of bandits? You’re noble forest lords, honest wielders of flail and axe. But my new hire here—it’s his first time in these parts. Didn’t recognize you right away… No hard feelings.”

From the rear guard, Doxet finally caught up. He was prodding a frightened young lad with his spear. Next to him strutted Curling, proud as ever.

“Boss! Found another one in the bushes! See?”

“Well done,” said Harmon. “Take his iron and let him go. We’ve no use for him.”

The hoarse old man perked up. “So maybe I could… y’know… go too?”

“Don’t you care about your wounded comrades?”
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The axe-man with the gaping wound was no longer twitching; the other two groaned and wheezed. It was clear the old man didn’t give a fig about them—his own hide was all that mattered. Still, he croaked, “Course I do! I’ll take ‘em under the arms, and off we go!”

“Of course,” Harmon said, nodding. “Take ‘em and go. Wounded need care, old men need rest. Thirty agatas.”

“What?!”

“Agatas. Those round silvers with a lady’s face. Thirty. That’s three times the number of fingers you’ve got.”

“Harmon… Harmon, come on…” the old man whined. “That’s half a elena! Where am I supposed to get that kind of coin? Have a heart!”

“I recall that a year ago our acquaintance cost me a dozen agatas.”

“A dozen! Not thirty!” the old man howled.

“Well, it’s been a year. And money sticks to money, like snow to snow. I figure you’ve turned that dozen into another fifteen by now. I would’ve, if I’d kept them in my purse.”

“They’re… uh… in the hut.”

“Of course! In the hut.” Harmon nodded sympathetically. “You’ll go fetch them?”

“Yes, yes! Be right back!”

Harmon shut his eyes.

“One, two…” He opened them. “There. A moment passed. You’re back. Pretty Boy, take payment from the forest lord.”

“Hey, hey, wait!”

Joachin pressed the sword tip to the old man’s throat, drawing a droplet of blood. The elder reached behind, unfastened a pouch from his belt, and then another. Snipe checked him—nothing left. Harmon untied the pouches and counted. Twenty-four agatas—three full-weight silver glories—and a scattering of copper stars.

“I’m glad you were prudent, gray lord. That was a wise investment. Now gather your half-dead pals and clear the road.”

Before they moved on, Snipe collected the axes and bow. Joachin yanked his dagger from the archer’s thigh.

For half a mile, the young mercenary rode in silence. Then he caught up to Harmon.

“So… you were testing me, weren’t you? You knew that scum was lurking by the bridge.”


“Well, not exactly knew,” said Harmon, “but I hoped. A year’s gone by—someone might’ve caught them. But this road’s filthy, and the locals avoid it. No knightly patrol would ever ride through here, so…”


“Well, Harmon! That was…” Joachin hesitated.

“If you’re thinking of saying ‘dishonorable’ or ‘low’ or anything of the sort, you’d best hold your tongue. Dishonorable would’ve been taking your lord’s coin and then failing to handle a handful of hungry forest trash. That would’ve been low. What I did was unexpected… and profitable for you.”

Harmon beckoned, and Joachin reluctantly rode up. The merchant handed him half a dozen agatas. “Take them. You’ve earned it. Fine work.”

Joachin took the coins and muttered, “Truly?”

“Absolutely. I didn’t expect such fire from you. You boast a lot. Many do. Yet you’ve got more skill than most braggarts.”

The words rang true—Harmon was genuinely impressed with Joachin’s skill. But that was only half the surprise. The other came from the dagger.

After the skirmish, Joachin had wiped the blade clean with grass, and now, during a rest stop, he was cleaning it thoroughly. When Harmon had spotted the weapon, he sat down beside him.

“Let me have a look.”

It was fine craftsmanship: a narrow gleaming blade, ornate silvered guard, and most striking of all—two small semicircular sockets at the base of the hilt, just large enough for a berry.

“Where did you get this?” Harmon asked.

“Trophy.”

“You know what this is, don’t you?”

Joachin nodded. Harmon still clarified. “It’s a spark-dagger. A single touch of the blade can drop a man in plate armor.”

“It has no eyes,” Joachin muttered gloomily.

“True,” said Harmon, running his finger over the empty sockets. “With the eyes, it’d be worth more than your entire gear—including that sorry horse. But even like this, you could get a couple elenas for it. Want help selling it?”

“No,” Joachin grumbled and shook his head.

Harmon turned the dagger again, spotting the monogram on the pommel. “This is ceremonial. Not a battlefield blade—it’s too short, too elegant. Belongs in a palace hall, on some young lordling’s hip.”

“So?”

“So you didn’t take it as a battlefield trophy. You could’ve stolen it—but I doubt that, judging from what I’ve seen. More likely, a duel. That fits. Either way, it’s the sort of thing that can land you in the stocks with a whip. And if someone sees you wearing it who owns the same monogram…”—Harmon paused tapped the pommel—“you might find yourself fitted for a rope collar.”

“Not selling,” Joachin growled, reclaiming the dagger.

In Harmon Paula’s opinion, it was a foolish choice. Carrying a self-incriminating relic on your belt instead of silver in your purse—plain stupidity. Nevertheless, as Harman climbed back into the wagon, his eyes glinted.


A mystery. A man with a mystery—that’s good. Maybe not for the man himself, but for the onlooker? Great fun. A girl would do him good, Harmon thought. Boys like him get really interesting when they’re in love… or when someone falls for them.


Harmon Paula had no idea how soon he’d be proven right—twice over.


5. ARROW
 


April, 1774 A.D.F.
The Crystal Mountains (Duchy of Origin)


“… Along this very path! Our Forefathers—a hundred sturdy men, all rugged, bearded, hardened as wild boars. And among them—seventeen delicate blossoms, pearly-pink petals—the holy Fore-Mothers. They walked the trail on their dainty feet, surrounded on all sides by steadfast masculine protection. Yanmei the Merciful, Agatha the Light, Miriam the Dark-Eyed, and…”


Are you going to name all seventeen Fore-Mothers, or will you get tired at some point? Erwin wondered hopefully.
But the speaker showed no signs of fatigue. His name was Baron Philippe Loufert, an imperial observer assigned to the expedition. Every journey beyond the Empire’s known borders required the presence of a Crown servant—a rule established by Constantine back in the thirteenth century.
Philippe Loufert was well past forty, sported a goatee, and fancied himself a master orator.


“… A woman is a pearl, meant to lie on a soft bed within the safe shelter of her shell, embraced by an armored protector. Such is a true man—unyielding, hard as steel, with a tender soul inside, a soul that only reveals itself when…”

Loufert’s garments were littered with golden monograms—any space that could be decorated, was. With a saccharine smile, he delivered his platitudes in an endless, unrelenting stream.

“… Only then will a woman find happiness with you—if you shield her from the harsh world with an impenetrable wall. That’s the way, young man.”


Ah yes. He also insisted on addressing Erwin—Sophia Jessica, heir to the ancient land of Origin—as “young man.”


“I am most grateful for your wisdom, Baron. You’ve opened my eyes,” Erwin replied.

Philippe missed the sarcasm.

“Yes, young man, to be a man is an art. When I first came to these mountains…”


The cliffs—majestic towers of stone thrust skyward—appeared fragile. Long ago, some unknown force had struck them, shattering them like glass. A chasm had torn through the range—a gaping wound filled with rubble. Some stones were the size of a fingertip; others as large as a watchtower, collapsed and now lying frozen in jagged balance.
A river threaded its way through the debris, hissing and babbling, foaming, sometimes dragging stones along in chaotic piles. Then it would rage, rear up like a beast, fighting to overcome its own blockages.
On either side, the slopes rose from the water’s edge—gently at first, then steeply, until they became sheer, dark walls streaked with glittering mineral veins. Along one slope, a narrow path clung to the rock a hundred yards above the river. A convoy wound its way along that path.


The party numbered forty. Its core consisted of eleven kyres—northern knights who had undergone their initiation. Each kyre was accompanied by two grays—footsoldiers in their service. The grays were split into two groups: the vanguard and the rearguard, guarding the expedition from the front and back.


Riding at the head was the mechanic, Luis Maria. Every so often he would stop his horse to sketch some detail of the terrain, forcing the entire group to halt with him.
Duke Desmond of Origin still harbored the naive hope of building a rail line through the Crystal Mountains. He had specifically emphasized this when giving orders to Erwin and Luis. Following the duke’s instructions, the mechanic diligently charted the route and noted every obstacle that would need to be cleared.



Erwin and the imperial observer rode in the relative safety of the expedition’s middle. Behind them breathed the pack donkeys, led by grays. The animals exuded a pungent odor, made all the more noticeable by a helpful tailwind.
The procession moved at the pace of the slowest donkey—which is to say, it crawled.


The trail was only wide enough for one rider. Loufert rode a horse-length behind Erwin and never ceased his chatter. His words mingled with the colorful aroma of the pack animals.

“When I first arrived in the Crystal Mountains, I was with a girl named Wilhelmina. She had golden curls and eyes like ripe olives, and a figure… ah, what a figure. We climbed that cliff there, to the very top, and stood at the edge. The wind tousled her hair, just like a lion’s mane. I embraced her from behind, turned her to face the wind, and I asked: ‘Do you feel it?’”


Gods, my legs ache. Day six of the journey, ten hours a day in the saddle. Erwin was seriously beginning to suspect that his thighs had been rubbed down to the bone—how else to explain the absence of a bloody trail behind him?
His back had turned to stone from constant tension. He’d all but forgotten what it felt like to bend over without pain. Yesterday, he’d tried walking—and of course, the trail spent the entire day climbing and descending ledges. By evening, he was drenched in sweat, gasping like a winded horse. His clothes clung to him disgustingly, his feet burned, and his skin was blotched with red. He marveled at the inhuman endurance of the foot soldiers who carried full packs. Erwin himself traveled light, having burdened the donkeys with most of his gear. He kept only his sword—which had struck his ankle thirteen times, his knee six times, and delivered two rather elegant sweeps that nearly tripped him (he was keeping count).
Today, he’d chosen to ride. Chafed thighs were the lesser evil.


“… So I asked Wilhelmina: ‘Do you feel it?’ And she said: ‘Feel what?’ And I pulled her close and said: ‘The sacred power.’ And she replied: ‘That’s just the wind.’ But I said: ‘No, it’s the power of love. Didn’t you know? The holy Fore-Mothers descended from these very cliffs and brought love with them! Ever since, the Crystal Mountains have been filled with the power of love!’”

Father used to say a noble soul must train itself in endurance—pain, cold, heat, hunger, fatigue. But what about endurance for indecency? How would you fare, Father, after six days side by side with… this?

“You see those two round peaks over there, young man? Know what they’re called?”

Oh, how would I know? I was only born and raised in these mountains.

“Those are the Breasts of Saint Catherine,” Philippe proclaimed. “And that dark, narrow cave over there—have you heard what they call it?”

Erwin shuddered at the thought of what might follow and quickly cut in: “It’s called the Doe’s Grotto. That’s where Agatha the Light spent the night, weak with hunger, when she saw a thin white doe. The warrior with her raised his spear to strike it, but the Fore-Mother stayed his hand and said, ‘Let her go. She is weak and alone—show mercy.’ The doe fled deeper into the cave, and a curious Agatha followed. The grotto tunneled through the entire mountain, and soon she reached the western slope and saw a flowering, fertile valley below.”

Erwin deliberately stretched the story, hoping to delay Philippe’s next outburst. But the moment could only be postponed.

“Yes, yes, that’s exactly what I told Wilhelmina when we entered the Doe’s Grotto.”

The party stopped again. Philippe Loufert rode closer, beaming smugly.

“Then Wilhelmina asked me, ‘Why do they call Fore-Mother Agatha the Light?’ And I told her, ‘Because of her hair—it was like liquid silver. And you, my dear, the minstrels shall name Wilhelmina the Golden-Haired.’ I said that and buried my face in her locks, and she just froze. Women love when you caress their hair. Remember that, young man.”


That’s enough. I’m the head of this explorada. My place is up front.
Erwin released the reins and nudged his horse forward, heading toward the vanguard.


“Why are we stopping again? What’s the holdup?”


The grays stepped aside and pressed themselves to the rock wall, letting the lord pass. But not fast enough, it seemed—or perhaps Erwin was riding too quickly. One of the footsoldiers failed to move in time, and the ducal stallion barreled into him, knocking him off his feet. The unlucky gray fell from the trail and tumbled down the slope. Ten yards below, his leg caught in a crevice between the rocks—a sharp crack followed.
Grays are taught to bear pain in silence, but this one failed: he screamed at the top of his lungs.



Erwin’s first instinct was to leap from his horse, scramble down the slope, and help the poor boy. He hesitated, searching for a way down that wouldn’t land him in the ravine himself.
By then, Theobart—captain of the kyres—had shouted a command, and several soldiers rushed to the injured boy.
By the time Erwin reached them, they were pulling the broken leg from the crevice. The wounded gray bit his own arm to stifle the screams.
The expedition’s medic, Filden, arrived moments later. He examined the leg with no ceremony, then cut open the trouser. The bone was broken in two places. A jagged shard had torn through the skin and now jutted out, slick with blood.
Erwin turned away, nauseated, and fixed his gaze on the river. The injured boy would fall silent for a while, then scream again, while the medic barked curt orders.
Erwin didn’t look—but he didn’t leave either.


At last, the screams stopped. The medic wrapped the leg in cloth and splinted it with two wooden slats tied together, then wiped his hands clean.

“His name’s Buck,” the captain reported. “He’s kyre Jamis’s gray.”


Erwin hadn’t yet learned all his men’s names, but he remembered Jamis—the one with the dog.
The kyre stood over the injured boy, eyeing him from head to foot. His gray shepherd padded over, sniffed the bloodied bandage, and gave it a brisk lick.
Buck looked up at his master with guilt and terror.


“Useless beast,” Jamis muttered. “Clumsy little bastard.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” Buck croaked.

“You should’ve cleared the way for the lord.”

“Yes, sir. It was my fault.”

“And what am I supposed to do with you now?”


The dog caught the tone of its master and bared its teeth. Buck curled up, wrapping his arms around himself.
Erwin should have returned to the trail and left Jamis to discipline his gray however he saw fit.
Erwin was heir to a duchy. Buck was a lowborn boy of perhaps fourteen—a peasant’s son, judging by his broad, freckled face. There could be no doubt who was at fault.



Later, Erwin would ask himself many times why he did what he did. Why did I speak up?


“Jamis,” he said, “your gray is not to blame. I was the one who rode carelessly.”


The kyre turned to him. His anger was now tinged with confusion.
He’d lost a servant at the very start of a long journey—a serious inconvenience. At least until now, he’d had someone to lash out at. But with Erwin claiming the fault, Jamis was robbed of even that.


“My lord, don’t defend him,” he growled. “He’s a thick-headed fool. I regret taking him on.”

He kicked the wounded boy.

“Enough,” Erwin ordered. “You’ve got two grays, correct? The other one will serve you on the road. Buck is returning to First Winter.”

“He’s not going anywhere!” Jamis snapped. “I’m not letting him lie around and do nothing!”

“Are you insane?” Erwin stared at him. “How is he supposed to walk?”

“Filden,” the kyre said as he turned to the medic. “How long for the bones to heal?”

“A month.”

“He’ll ride a donkey that month. And after that, I’ll make sure he earns his keep. I’ll teach him to be nimble, all right.”


Erwin’s expression darkened. This was getting dangerous.
According to northern law, a kyre held absolute authority over his gray. A lord wasn’t supposed to interfere.
But Erwin had given a direct order—and Jamis had disobeyed. That couldn’t be ignored.
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He had learned that lesson well from his father.

“Kyre,” Erwin said coldly, “you seem not to have heard me. The boy is going back to First Winter.”


“My lord,” Jamis protested, “but he’s my gray!”



“I don’t care if he’s the archbishop’s valet,” Erwin snapped. “He’s going back because I said so.”



Jamis dipped his head, jaw clenched, weighing his words.
Captain Theobart was nearby, listening, though he had yet to step in.
The medic and several grays were watching too.



Suddenly, Erwin realized what this had become—a test.
If the kyre dared defy him, the whole company would know. Erwin would be humiliated.
Then he would have no choice but to punish Jamis—and that would mean both the gray and his master would suffer for Erwin’s mistake.


No one would mind the gray—a peasant, after all. But punishing a knight to save face?

That was unbecoming of a lord.

Erwin didn’t know what one was supposed to do in such moments. He locked eyes with Jamis and waited, praying the man would yield.

“My lord,” Jamis said finally, “Buck’s leg is broken. He’ll never reach First Winter on his own. Do you expect him to die on the road? Or should I hand over my other gray to babysit him?”


That bordered on mockery. Blood rushed to Erwin’s face. He clenched his fists without meaning to.
The gray shepherd raised his head and stared at Erwin, unblinking.


“I’ll assign my own servant to accompany the wounded,” Erwin said, his voice like ice. “Do you have any more questions?”

At that moment, Captain Theobart did the worst thing he could have possibly done.

He said to Jamis, “Obey the order, kyre.”

“Aye, Captain,” Jamis replied with a grin, then reached down to scratch his dog behind the ears.

* * *

In truth, one could get used to life on the road.

One could make peace with the sun, which blazed the fiercest just as you were trudging uphill, wringing streams of sweat from your back. One could grow accustomed to the cold that reigned over the shaded slopes the moment the sun vanished behind the peaks. To the clammy damp that crept into the tent at night, beading on clothes and blankets as dew, making you shiver like a wet pup.

The food was harder to bear: tough as boot leather and so salty your jaw clenched; and for the evening variety, there was always the option of sampling the reeking stew from the kettle. Eventually, one could even get used to the eternal grime beneath the nails, the layer of dust in one’s hair, and the need to sprint a hundred yards to relieve one’s self in private. One had to accept the stench that clung to the column—horse dung, donkey urine, human sweat, and filthy clothing… The art of the traveler lay in noticing none of it. A seasoned wayfarer was like an ox or cow: slipping into a state of blessed, dull indifference. Walk and eat, eat and walk, caring for nothing at all…

Erwin tried in vain to enter that mental state. The pain in his legs and back, the blisters in the most unexpected places, the heat and chill, the dog’s diet—he consoled himself with the thought that someday (not tomorrow, certainly, but someday) he might manage to endure it all.

What was hardest to bear was the hunger of the mind. Day after day passed with no interesting conversation, no news, no discoveries—not even the leanest fare for the intellect. His empty head ached far worse than his empty belly, crying out for nourishment. The majestic scenery shifted too slowly, and the rare conversations were vapid.

With nothing to occupy his thoughts, Erwin's mind returned again and again to joyless topics: his father’s injustice, his sister’s disgraceful marriage, a missed political opportunity. From dawn ‘til dusk, he trudged along, glum as a crow. Everything he had left behind in First Winter was an utter mess. Every memory brought a wave of melancholy—and thoughts of the future were no better. Come autumn, when the column returned, the Emperor would already have announced his betrothal; the quicker Great Houses would claim the prizes: lands, privileges, titles. The Origins would be left to rot in their proud but penniless territories. Beautiful Iona would become mistress of a scrap of land, which history—out of some twisted irony—still called a county. She would bear the merchant’s brat who, by another cruel quirk of fate, would carry the name of Agatha the Light. The dowry silver would be put to great use: beneath the cobbles of Cathedral Square, a grand burial vault would rise, with fifty cozy crypts, one of which—what joy!—would go to him, Erwin Sophia Jessica, heir to the Duchy of Origin.

Still, today had added a new blossom to that fine bouquet of cheerful thoughts. The scuffle with kyre Jamis refused to leave his mind. It had been a nasty business, upon reflection. Such things weren’t supposed to happen.

Jamis had dared to speak back to his lord—and in front of witnesses, no less. Perhaps he had been in the right. Perhaps it wasn’t for Erwin to decide what should be done with Jamis’s grey. But that wasn’t the point. The point was that Jamis had stepped out of line, and Erwin had let it pass. He’d missed that crucial, fleeting moment when he should’ve stood firm, shut the argument down, and handed out punishment. And then Captain Theobart had stepped in and made things worse—confirming Erwin’s order, and the rebellious kyre obeyed, yes, but clearly only out of deference to the captain, not the duke’s son. By evening, the whole column would know. Even if Jamis himself held his tongue, the greys surely would not.

And so the question arose: what would happen by the end of the campaign if forty armed men decided they didn’t need to obey their lord?

“Theobart,” Erwin called. The captain turned.

“My lord?”


What did I even mean to ask? Captain, were you aware what a blunder you made, dunking my face in the mud like that? Are you planning a mutiny, perhaps…? Theobart waited patiently for the question. A weathered, stern face, a gray beard, a skull shaved clean. Cold eyes, but clear—no hint of cunning.


Captain Theobart had known Erwin since childhood. The sixth son of a penniless kyre, he had earned his red-and-black cloak by the age of seventeen and become the duke’s squire at twenty-three. They had fought side by side in several wars. Rumor had it that Theobart had saved the great lord’s life twice, and that one of those debts had been repaid. Theobart wasn’t a hothead. He had left a wife and three little daughters behind in First Winter. He hoped to live out his days in peace, earn a parcel of land from the duke for loyal service, and leave his girls a decent inheritance.

It was clear to Erwin Duke Origin had assigned Theobart to him as a wet nurse. A seasoned, sensible, bald-headed nursemaid with a quick hand at the sword. Most likely, Theobart had acted out of pure good intentions. He must have decided Erwin couldn’t handle Jamis and stepped in on his lord’s behalf. A good knight was supposed to do that, in theory…

“Where will we camp tonight?” Erwin finally asked.

“There’s about an hour ‘til sunset, my lord. We can reach the ledge under the Eagle’s southern slope,” said Theobart, pointing. “There’ll be enough space for the whole camp.”

Erwin looked around. The trail had dipped closer to the river, and the column had just emerged onto a wide clearing dotted with stunted trees. A murmuring brook crossed it, feeding into the river.

“Captain, we’ll camp here,” Erwin ordered.

“My lord, it will be quite damp this close to the water. The ledge offers a more suitable place.”

“We camp here,” Erwin repeated.

“Yes, my lord.”

The captain issued the order, and the column halted; the riders dismounted.

“Theobart,” Erwin added, “I want kyre Jamis to take the first watch tonight.”

The captain replied calmly—not objecting, merely informing: “Night watch is a grey’s duty, not a kyre’s, my lord. Such tasks are rarely assigned to knights.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

Erwin was struck by the urge to issue some absurd order: pitch the tents in the river, butcher a donkey for meat, send four kyres to gather edelweiss. He had always despised lords who tested their power with foolish commands, but now, to his surprise, he understood the appeal quite well.

“Theobart, have a separate fire made for me.”

Usually, the column built two fires at camp—one for the greys, one for the kyres. Erwin, the Imperial observer, and the mechanic joined the knights. Even two fires were a challenge: the twisted little trees barely provided decent wood, and there was little dry grass or fallen timber to gather. A third fire meant another hour of scouring the woods, and offered no practical benefit.

“Yes, my lord,” the captain said.

For all his vivid imagination, Erwin could hardly count that as a triumph of leadership. Still, it brought a measure of peace.

He called over Tommy—his one remaining valet—and ordered the baggage unpacked. Erwin had brought a few trinkets, hoping they might brighten the traveler’s life. By camp standards, they were so peculiar he’d been too embarrassed to bring them out before. The servant unfolded a collapsible table and three chairs; a cask of Shimmeriean wine, a wheel of cheese, a smoked ham, a jar of olives, a few apples, and a tin of chocolate candies. He had a small oil lamp lit, casting a cozy yellow flame on the table.

Only the guests were missing for the supper to be truly proper. Erwin had invited Baron Philippe and the mechanic Luis, and both had gladly accepted. Philippe even retrieved a jug of strong spiced liquor from his own baggage, which he claimed was from Litland. Of course, the imperial observer was a sweet-tongued fool, and the mechanic a lowborn commoner—but still, both were educated men from the Crown Lands.

The fire near the lord’s table was the first to be lit. The grays were still stacking logs for the other two hearths when Erwin and his guests began their meal.

“Fire’s a pleasant thing to look at,” Philippe mused, slicing himself a thick piece of meat. “Flame awakens a man’s inner nature. There’s a beast sleeping inside each of us, gentlemen. And most of all—in women. No matter how meek a girl may seem, wake the strength slumbering in her, and you’ll find a panther.”

He told stories of meek girls he had once known. He also shared how there was no greater pleasure than making love on snow beside a burning fire. Erwin didn’t listen to the words—the mere sound of Philippe’s voice brought him a strange kind of pleasure. The baron spoke with an eastern accent: he drew out his "u"s, softened his "a"s almost to "e"s, and leaned heavily on his "sh". It was the way they spoke in Faunterra, in the townhouses of the capital’s nobility—the same purring accent used by haughty firstborn ladies and dashing gentlemen with sparkling rapiers at their hips.

Luis Maria, the mechanic, had at first been shy, but wine and a full stomach loosened his tongue. Until now, Erwin hadn’t taken the trouble to watch or listen to him. He harbored a steady aversion to Luis and preferred to keep him at a distance. It wasn’t that Luis had done anything to offend. The issue was one of positioning, as a general might say—the mechanic stood on one side of a certain door, while on the other, the old duke had ground the young man into the dirt.

But now, under the charm of Shimmeriean wine, Luis struck Erwin as an amusing little man. He could hardly be older than twenty-five. His hair was straw-colored and wavy, his green eyes wide and naive, and his cheeks were dotted with freckles. He was bashful and comically scatterbrained—he’d stick a knife in his mouth instead of a fork, try to drink from an empty cup, laugh at the wrong moments, and constantly be apologizing for something.

As it turned out, Luis Maria was in love. Somewhere back in the Crown Lands, a girl awaited him—a girl he referred to only as “my lady.” He wasn’t boasting; it seemed he simply couldn’t help speaking of his beloved. According to Luis, “his lady” was a delicate, big-eyed, slender thing, like a mountain doe. And surely, only the blind could fail to see that she was the most beautiful woman in the world!

“Young man, I believe I saw you at the First Winter wedding,” said Philippe with a teasing tone. “And of course, you saw Lord Erwin’s sister—Lady Iona. So tell me: what do you make of beauty now?”

“My lord, forgive me,” stammered Luis, blushing to the tips of his ears. “I meant no offense… Please don’t think ill of me—I’m in the highest… deepest awe and full respect toward Lady Iona! But if you saw my lady, my lord, you’d understand! She…”

Luis trailed off, searching for words.

“… My lady—she’s like the finest white lace, like swan’s down! I fear to even touch her—my hands seem far too rough for her skin, my words too clumsy for her ears. I’m afraid to breathe in her direction. I fear if I exhale, she’ll vanish—like a candle flame!”

“That’s no good, young man—being afraid to touch her,” Philippe interjected knowingly. “Girls like to be touched, and the rougher, the better. Grab her firmly, young man, and she’ll melt in your arms.”

“No, no, heavens no!” Luis cried in horror. “I have only the purest intentions! The moment I return from the explorada, I’ll ask for her hand. May the gods be merciful and grant me her yes! If you must know—I only need the money to offer a proper bride-price. That’s why I joined this expedition!”


“A bride-price?” Philippe chuckled. “Nonsense! You’d be better off spending that money on perfume or a pearl brooch—then the girl will fall for you. Court her later. Court her once she’s withered and pining for you. She’ll persuade her daddy on her own, no dowry needed. Trust me, young man.”


“You say terrible things, sir! Believe me—I hold only the most noble and lofty feelings for my lady, and I would never allow myself…”

“Know this, young man: lofty feelings are the sign of a man’s impotence.”

Erwin listened without joining the quarrel. The mechanic’s puppy-eyed infatuation was proving a welcome bit of entertainment—enough to dispel the tedium of travel. There was irony even in his presence here: how had this two-legged marvel ended up on the road with four dozen cutthroats?

Dusk was falling. The unpleasant scent of army stew and the loud chatter of the grays told that the rest of the company had finally begun their meal. Erwin spotted kyre Jamis—he was pacing the eastern edge of the camp, his grey shepherd lying nearby, casting hungry eyes from the pot to his master and back. The curse of first watch was that the guards had to do their duty on empty stomachs, drooling from the smells of others’ food. Only after midnight, once the watch was done, could they nibble on cold leftovers.


Kyre Jamis met Erwin’s gaze and placed his hand on his hilt—a traditional gesture of vigilance, but with a rather pointed undertone in this case. Then Jamis turned his gaze on Luis and gave a brief but expressive shake of the head. That lowborn southern whelp is feasting at your table, milord, while I—a noble knight and your countryman!—am left to salivate. Erwin winked at Jamis: Exactly. Draw your own conclusions.


When he tuned back into the conversation, the topic had shifted, and the disagreement between Luis and Philippe was forgotten.

“My lady, sir—she’s mad about capital life,” the mechanic was saying. “She’s only ever been to Faunterra once, for a month, but she still talks about it constantly! She’ll be so happy if I can tell her something about the city. You lived in Faunterra, sir? Did you meet the sovereign? What is he like? What’re the court receptions like?”

“Our sovereign Adrian is a great man,” Philippe said meaningfully. “Only once in a century do the gods send a ruler like him to the earth. What seems unchangeable and eternal to us is no obstacle to Adrian. If a sea were to block his path, he would say, ‘Dig here and here,’ and they would dig until the sea drained away. Everything in our world bends to the emperor’s will. His will is the firmest thing that exists—everything else must shape itself to it, just as milk takes the form of the jug it’s poured into.”

“And the palace balls—are they really as splendid as they say?”

“Young man, I have never seen anything more splendid or brilliant than the court of Emperor Adrian!”

Erwin raised an eyebrow. He’d never seen Philippe at any of the many balls held by the Crown, and Baron Loufert didn’t exactly strike him as high society. Still, the mechanic was buying every word.

“Please, tell me everything you can. I’ll try to remember it all for my lady!”

Philippe gladly continued, with a special emphasis on the women. He spoke of the kinds of girls at the balls, how they dressed, how they acted, and especially how they adored a mature man with confidence.

“You see, sir, I can’t name names. But that winter, at a masquerade, I met a sweet young lady dressed as an oriole—let’s call her Marietta. I led her into the dance, and from her little beak she chirped, ‘Sir, your arms are so strong! You must be used to heavier weapons than a rapier.’ And I said, ‘My lady, my true weapon is not made of steel…’”


Erwin nibbled olives and sipped his dry wine. The kyres watched from afar, chewing their oat mash. It was hard to read their faces in the firelight, but Erwin didn’t much care. Well—not enough to matter. Let them stare.


“And who is the most beautiful lady at court?” the mechanic asked.

“Young man, that question alone marks you as someone far from the capital. The most beautiful lady of the court, the city, and the central lands is, of course, Alanis Almera—daughter of Duke Aiden.”

“Oh, I’ve heard that name! Please, tell me more! My lady adores courtly tales!”

Philippe rubbed his hands together, relishing his role.

“Lady Alanis is a diamond shaped by the hands of the gods themselves—polished, perfected, and sent to Earth so mortals might glimpse true beauty. When you see her, you won’t be able to look away. You’ll stare at her, speechless with awe. She dazzles at tournaments—the crowd weeps in wonder when she steps onto the field on those divine, graceful legs! And she is also the beloved daughter and heir of the emperor’s chief advisor.”

A pang of resentment scratched at Erwin’s throat. Lady Alanis Almera was one of the key pieces in his plan—a perfect, unbeatable move that would never be played. Erwin had no personal affection for Alanis, but what he could’ve gained through her… oh, the prize might’ve surpassed his wildest dreams.

“You left out the most important detail about the lady,” Erwin said. “When we return to First Winter, Lady Alanis Almera will be Empress.”

Luis Maria’s eyes widened, and he leaned in toward the lord in open curiosity. Philippe gave a disgruntled grunt.

“What makes you so certain, young man? Lady Alanis is indeed extraordinary, but the other two candidates are lovely girls as well!”

Erwin gave a condescending smile.

“Sir, do you really think an emperor’s marriage has anything to do with a bride’s personal qualities?”

“So you believe our sovereign Adrian is blind? That he can’t tell a true beauty from a plain girl? You astonish me, young man!”

Erwin only shook his head. He knew perfectly well how imperial marriages were decided, when and how the match would be made, and on what terms. He had studied the matter the way a navigator studies maps before sailing unknown waters. But to flaunt knowledge over wine, just to put one fool in his place and impress another?

“Perhaps you’re right, sir,” Erwin said, to which Philippe nodded gravely.

“So then, Luis—as I was saying about Lady Alanis Almera…” the imperial observer continued.

And suddenly his voice faded—no longer reaching Erwin’s ears. Then Philippe vanished, and the mechanic too, and the soldiers’ fires, and kyre Jamis with his shepherd, and the mountains… A conversation from half a year ago rose in Erwin’s mind and consumed his attention. It had taken place in early autumn, in the banquet hall of the Palace of Feather and Blade, with music echoing off the walls. That was when it all began.

* * *


2 September 1773
Faunterra, the Imperial Seat


“Your Grace, I am honored to convey my father’s respects. Duke Desmond of Origin wishes you long years of health and prosperity.”

Erwin’s interlocutor bore a distinct appearance: hawkish nose, silver sideburns, angular cheekbones, and a pronounced jawline. An aristocrat of the highest breed, accustomed to immense power from a young age. Aiden Almera, of the lineage of Agatha the Light—ruler of fifty cities, six navigable rivers, and twenty million acres in the heart of Polaris.

“Thank you, my lord. Please extend to your father my own wishes for his prosperity. May the glory and wealth of House Origin multiply year after year—to the joy of us all.”

Duke Aiden Almera was of the same generation as Erwin’s father, Desmond of Origin. Their social standing and distant kinship brought them into a kind of fellowship—rulers of the two most powerful domains in the Empire, great lords, descendants of Agatha the Light, fourth among the Ancestresses, and the fairest of them all.


Aiden Almera never missed a chance to highlight the closeness of his ties with House Origin: he sent lavish gifts to Duke Desmond at every holiday, used the pronoun “we” whenever possible in conversation, and never tired of reminding others how great and noble the blood of Agatha was—and how vital it was for her offspring to support one another. As the saying goes: “Only a Northman can love the North, only Agatha can understand Agatha.” Aiden had been born a thousand miles south of Origin, but he had still made time to visit First Winter and demonstrate his utmost concern for northern matters. He also encouraged the friendship between his daughter Alanis and Iona of Origin. “My princesses,” he would say upon seeing them, and for a fleeting moment he’d even soften into a warm smile.


Duke Desmond of Origin took all these gestures of sympathy and respect at face value—and that was his mistake. For all their similarities, there were stark differences between these two great lords. Desmond was a warrior through and through, a man of honor who disdained any deceit not rooted in battlefield tactics. Aiden was a calculating politician who had risen on the bones of another man’s failed conspiracy.

Desmond grew poorer each year, plunging into monstrous debt to maintain the illusion of grandeur. Aiden reaped profits from two spark dams and hundreds of artisan guilds—his revenues rivaled even those of the Crown. Desmond ruled the empire’s northern fringe and visited the capital once every few years; Aiden was the Emperor’s chief advisor. Desmond had married his daughter into merchant blood; Aiden sought to wed his daughter to the sovereign himself.

And that—that was the real reason behind Aiden’s so-called friendship. Alanis Almera was the most beautiful woman in the Empire, but beauty alone would not secure her a crown. She needed political weight—and the endorsement of a Grand Duke like Desmond would greatly improve her odds.

“I must also express my admiration for your daughter, the incomparable Lady Alanis,” said Erwin.

“Nothing prevents you from telling her yourself, does it, my lord?”

Praise for his daughter pleased Aiden—she was as much a point of pride to him as his ancient bloodline and the might of his domain. Though he did his best to hide it.

“True, Your Grace. I would be glad to speak with her. Still, a daughter’s fate is better discussed with her father, wouldn’t you say?”

Music trilled and shimmered through the air. The noise forced the two men to lean in close—ensuring their conversation remained private.

“Does your father, my lord, have thoughts regarding the future of my daughter?”

“My father assures you he will take an active role in shaping her fate, as agreed. Duke Desmond of Origin will do all in his power to ensure Lady Alanis’s marriage is arranged in the best possible manner, to the joy of all.”

Earlier that summer, during a visit to the capital, Desmond had promised Aiden his long-awaited support. Erwin’s words now added nothing new—they merely reaffirmed an existing pact between House Origin and House Almera. But with a subtlety to his voice, Erwin hinted at something more. Aiden raised an eyebrow.

“Your father is a man of honor. I hardly think the word he gave me needs repeating. I doubt he sent you here for that.”


He didn’t send me at all, Erwin thought. He didn’t even tell me the terms of your agreement.


“Your Grace, my father assumes that if Lady Alanis’s marriage proceeds as planned, she will—as any wife should—support her husband in all his endeavors.”

“Of course.”

“And likely, as empress, Lady Alanis will stand firmly behind the imperial reforms—the railroad construction.” Erwin paused. “And the universal land tax…”

Aiden’s expression darkened.

“My lord, you confuse me. Of course, if she becomes empress, Alanis will support the reforms! As will I, your father, and the Duchy of Hope. That is the foundation of our agreement. Do you intend to weary me by reciting terms already sealed?”


I’m trying to uncover those terms—because my father kept me in the dark. I only just learned Hope is part of the coalition. But that’s not the main point. What I really want to know is what price you offered my father for his support.


“Forgive me, Your Grace, the last thing I intend is to trouble you with idle talk. But the part of the reform law concerning the universal tax greatly troubles my father. More and more, with each passing day. You must understand: Origin’s remote location places it in a precarious financial position, and this new tax will only make things worse.”

A flash of anger twisted Aiden’s noble features.

“My lord, this was clearly stated! Once Alanis wears the crown, I will secure Origin’s exemption from the tax for the entirety of her reign! Is your father now questioning my word?!”

“Not at all, Your Grace. Your word is sacred, everyone knows this. But my father doubts that a tax exemption for the length of Lady Alanis’s reign will be enough to save the treasury of House Origin.”

“It would be absurd to offer a longer exemption—and your father understands that perfectly!”

“I don’t mean a longer exemption, Your Grace… but rather, some additional privileges.”

A test. If Aiden had promised Desmond anything else, now he would have to reveal it.

“No other privileges were discussed, my lord,” said Aiden Almera sharply.

Poor, poor Duke Desmond! The greatest general in all of Polaris—and its worst politician. How could Father have agreed to such terms? Once the Emperor marries Alanis, Aiden’s power will become virtually unchecked. Aiden is the Emperor’s chief advisor. His daughter the Empress. His brother, Archbishop Gallard, the head of the Church of the Forefathers. With these levers in hand, Aiden will easily bring the entire court to heel. From that moment on, we won’t see a single kindness from the Crown. We’ll simply be… unnecessary.

The critical moment is now. The Emperor needs our strength to push through his reforms. Aiden needs our swords to crown his daughter. If we want to save our position—we must act today.

“You’re right, my lord,” Erwin said. “No other privileges were discussed. However, now…”

“Is your father seeking to renegotiate the terms of our agreement? Did I hear you correctly?”


My father? No. He has no idea this conversation is even happening. The prize I’m asking for is mine alone. My plan to save us. My way to pull my family back from the brink.


“My father is not speaking to you, Your Grace. I am. Word has reached House Origin that the Duchy of Hope was promised a more generous reward.”

A shot in the dark. In truth, Erwin had heard no such thing—and had only just learned Hope was even part of the coalition. But Hope is ruled by Henry Farway—a shrewd old fox and Aiden’s longtime political rival. To buy Farway’s loyalty, Aiden must have sweetened the deal. Desmond, in contrast, was easy prey…

The shot struck home: the furrow between Aiden’s brows deepened.

“My lord, your father must understand. Hope has long lobbied the Crown for the right to build a spark dam. I couldn’t stall them forever. Sooner or later, they would have gotten what they wanted anyway. All I did was… shorten the wait.”


A spark dam! It took all of Erwin’s strength to hide his outrage. Aiden had promised Hope a spark dam! That meant prosperity, industry, life—workshops with spark engines, massive forges, railroads, cities full of light! And what would Origin receive in exchange for the same loyalty? Nothing. Just the right to go on languishing in poverty.


“And yet—a spark dam, Your Grace!”


“My lord Erwin, I do not care for your tone. Hope lies on a river well-suited for dam construction. Origin’s mountain streams are poorly matched for such a project. Do you blame me for that?”


“No, Your Grace…” Erwin hesitated, studying Aiden’s face. There was something there—some flicker of secrecy. A sense that Aiden wasn’t telling him everything. Perhaps Hope had been promised even more than just the dam.

“Anything else, Lord Erwin?”

“Yes, Your Grace. House Origin fully acknowledges the challenges of building a dam on northern rivers. Therefore, we are not requesting one. But we must nonetheless remind you: a simple tax exemption will not resolve the situation we so deeply wish to change.”

“And what is it you want?”


Time to choose. Continue probing—or speak plainly? Aiden was clever; it was unlikely Erwin could coax more information out of him. The music roared around them. Erwin leaned toward the duke’s ear and said: “We would like…”


He stated his request.

Duke Aiden asked him to repeat it, and Erwin did.

“Your father has lost his mind,” Aiden breathed.

Father? No—he knows nothing about this. The prize I’ve named is mine alone. My plan. My way of saving the North. My way of giving House Origin what even mighty Desmond could not.

“Shall I relay your words to the Duke of Origin precisely as you’ve spoken them, Your Grace?” Erwin said clearly. “Shall I tell him you believe he’s lost his mind?”

“Tell him, my lord,” Aiden said through gritted teeth, “that he gave me his word. He pledged me his support, and I pledged him tax relief for the length of Alanis’s reign—and nothing more. If Duke Desmond wishes to take back his word, let him tell me so in person.”

“Your Grace,” Erwin said, and bowed, “it is regrettable that you have chosen not to meet us halfway.”


He held a long, deliberate pause, letting the weight of his words settle like a blade’s edge. Let Aiden feel it—the threat of having twenty thousand of the Empire’s finest blades against him. Let him ponder what his coalition is worth without the invincible House of Origin. Let him taste it, roll it across his tongue, and whisper the three words Erwin longed to hear: “Wait, Lord Erwin…”


Aiden stared, hawk-eyed and silent.


Come on. Say it. “Wait, Lord Erwin, let us continue our discussion…”


Aiden said nothing.


And suddenly, Erwin thought—with an unexpected rush of clarity—No? Then even better. Go on, stay silent! Refuse me—and I will find a way to claim my prize without you. It will be my triumph. Not yours, Duke Aiden Almera. Not my father’s. Mine. I will give the North what Desmond the Great never could.


Aiden said nothing.

“Your Grace,” said Erwin, “my father has never gone back on his word. I am certain this occasion will be no different. Forgive me for disturbing you.”

He bowed and turned—and only then allowed himself to smile.

* * *


April, 1774 A.S.
The Crystal Mountains (Duchy of Origin)


“My lord… my lord!”

“… Hm?”

Erwin blinked, disoriented. He found himself sitting at a folding table, an empty cup in hand. Beyond the small ring of lamplight, the world was swallowed in pitch-black night. The cold crept under his clothes like a silent predator. Luis Maria was reaching toward him, hesitant to disturb.

“My lord, forgive me—I thought you had fallen asleep. The fire’s almost out. Shall I send someone for more wood?”

“Wood…? No, no need. It’s the middle of the night. Get some rest.”

“Yes, my lord. Thank you again for inviting me to supper.”

“A fine conversation it was, gentlemen,” said Erwin, who hadn’t heard a word of it. He rose and headed for his tent, oddly satisfied. Somehow, it had been… quite a tolerable evening.


At dawn, he awoke to cold and a sharp, stabbing pain in his throat. Ah. A cold, Erwin noted with zero surprise. He shifted, checking the rest of his ailments. All present and accounted for: a back like seasoned oak, aching hips, a ringing in his skull. Long live the joys of camp life.


Erwin Sofia Jessica forced down a few gulps of orge, braced himself, and began to dress, shivering from the chill.


6. SPARK
 


March 24 – May 7, 1774 A.D.F.
County of Northwood – Duchy of Southern Way – Crown Lands


Dawn, mist, dusk. Dawn, mist, dusk. Dawn, mist…

On one of those twilit days, Mira buried her father.

After the funeral, she stayed in Stagfort for a night, and then another. Someone had told her that familiar walls help one endure grief. That was a lie. The familiar walls smelled of irretrievable happiness; every stone reminded her of her father. Among them, Mira wanted to howl from loneliness.

Dawn, mist, dusk.

A long journey to the capital awaited the girl, as the Countess of Northwood had so insisted. Mira did not resist. Remaining in her home had become unbearable. She packed her things—there weren’t many: clothes and shoes, three favorite books, a pouch of silver coins, and her father’s box of papers. It held the knightly charter, the commission scroll, a record of marriage, and old letters. Why Mira took them, she didn’t exactly know. Perhaps she would see the Emperor. Perhaps the sovereign would want to know what kind of man his loyal vassal Sir Clive had been.

Dawn, mist.

At Bearfang, she said goodbye to Maverick, touching his paw gently. A line of carriages and riders rolled out of the castle gates and set off southward from the capital of Northwood, following the Trade Road. Endless forests streamed past the windows. Dusk and damp; fern, moss, and pine; ranks of towering conifers—the source of the North’s maritime power.

One day, a downpour swept in with a gale. The procession came to a halt, and riders dismounted, cloaking themselves tightly. The sky turned black, while pines creaked and swayed. A panicked hare darted through the trees. Rain hammered the roof, poured over the windows, and it felt like the carriage was sinking.

Mist, dusk, mist, dawn...

The road turned to mire. It took a whole day before they managed to move the carriages. Some hunted, others roasted something over a massive fire. Later, the countess pushed fat morsels of meat toward Mira.

“Come on, have something tasty! You’re pale as a skeleton.”

The girl felt nauseous. Everything around her felt alien and distant. Nothing familiar or dear remained in the world.

Dusk… tears, mist… dawn.

The forest sometimes gave way to tiny fields carved from the thickets, and to settlements—the quintessential Northwood villages, shaped like forts. They were ringed with moats and tall palisades; the people were always stocky and sullen. Then the forest returned, pressing again against the road and closing in. Dusk fell.

Dawn… dusk. Tears… Dawn… dusk.

By day, Mira tried to read. She hoped beloved stories might ease her loneliness and sorrow. But the books felt hollow and foolish. They said nothing of the one thing that mattered now. And all else was meaningless.

[image: ]

At night, she tried to sleep—curled up on a carriage seat, or in the cold room of a roadside inn, or in a guest chamber of some Northwood lord. The countess stopped at the homes of her vassals along the way. Lady Sybil did not sleep on such nights: the lords held raucous feasts, opened barrels of khanti, roared, laughed, bellowed songs, and sometimes brawled. Mira did not sleep either—shivering under blankets, curling tighter beneath the echoing noise of revelry. Still, such nights were slightly better than the others: beyond the grief, the girl also felt desire—to reach places where no one knew the countess.

Dawn… mist…

She tried to pray. Mira begged Fore-Mothers to grant joy and peace to her father’s soul. She did not dare ask for herself, and the prayer brought no comfort, no lessening of pain. Perhaps somewhere on the Star her father had found happiness… Mira ached for him not to be happy somewhere, but here, in this dreary and fog-shrouded here. She could do nothing about that longing.

Dusk… darkness… dawn…

One day, they came upon a burned-out village. The roofs and interiors had been gutted by fire, but the thick log walls were only charred, left standing as blackened, silent shells still curling with smoke. The countess ordered her guards to search the settlement. Then they turned off the road and rode half a day to a sullen castle by a lake of lilies and swans.

Lady Sybil spoke long and angrily with the local baron, while Mira strained to see his face through the mist, but made out only a beard…

In one of the inns, Mira was robbed. A pock-marked man clumsily bumped into her, then immediately bowed low and began begging for forgiveness. The countess’s guards dragged him away and searched him, finding a pouch of silver coins marked with the Stagfort gull under his coat. On Lady Sybil’s order, the thief’s ears were cut off—so that honest folk could recognize a rogue from afar. He bled and squealed like a pig. The cries tore through Mira’s shroud. She thought: would I want my father’s killer to scream like this beneath a knife? She found no answer.

Dusk… dawn… mist…

The forests thinned, the fields grew wider, and herds began to appear. The villages no longer bristled with palisades—among the wooden log-houses stood the occasional stone building: a church, an elder’s home. The Trade Road brought them to two rivers called the Twins. On the narrow strip of land between them stood a border fortress. They crossed the Upper Twin freely, but at the Lower Twin they paid a steep bridge toll.

“So, we’ve entered the Duchy of the Southern Way,” said the countess as the carriage rolled onto firm ground. “Not a duchy—a noose around the northerners’ necks!”

The only trade route connecting the Crown Lands to the northern realms of Northwood and Origin ran through the Southern Way. The merchants and feudal lords here earned immense profits from road tariffs—far more than they made selling the grain, copper, or marble produced in their own lands. Over the past century, they had amassed fabulous wealth. The Dukes of Origin and the Counts of Northwood had gone to war more than once against these “leeches”—and each time they’d had been forced to retreat when the Crown stepped in to defend the traders. The Southern Way paid the Emperor a generous tribute.

Trade wars meant little to Mira. In the Forestmarch where she’d grown up, there had been almost no trade. Among the peasants, bartering was still common—as in ancient days. Copper starlets served as coinage, but mostly just to make change in uneven trades. Silver agatas, let alone glories or elenas, were a rare curiosity.


The land of the Southern Way, unfolding beyond the carriage window, struck Mira’s northern eyes as strange. Everything seemed too much: the fields too wide, the cows and dogs too fat, the peasant houses overly large, if not particularly clean. Even the sky was too clear! In the North, near the cold sea, the sky was always veiled in a hazy mist—here, it blazed with azure. The change brought Mira relief: nothing here reminded her of home, and her thoughts, catching on the unfamiliar, fell into the abyss of sorrow less often. By the third week of the journey, she could read again.


They passed through several towns grown up along the Trade Road. The streets were lined with shops, taverns, inns—seemingly welcoming at first glance. But the people… they looked northerners in the eye, bold and unafraid—and with something else. A gleam of anticipation, perhaps. Food and lodging were charged at extortionate prices, and always with the air of doing a favor. Pride forbade the countess from haggling, so she entrusted all negotiations to one of her knights. Still, this did little good. Local merchants spotted the emerald bears with raised paws on the carriage doors at once—the arms of Northwood—and scented profit like a terrier scents fox dens.

The road itself, however, grew better: broader, smoother. The carriages jolted less, the wheels no longer sank into ruts. Mira learned that in the marshy, unstable stretches the road was reinforced with countless oak piles driven deep into the earth. The book no longer danced in her hands. Beneath the bright sunlight pouring through the window, she devoured page after page, forgetting herself, dissolving into the story.
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