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On the edge of an abandoned heath, where sparse trees stretched dried branches to the gray sky and eternal fog hung over the muddy swamps, a gloomy stone castle towered. The wind mercilessly lashed the dark, bumpy walls covered with gray-haired moss. Once rather pompous, at that time the shrouded-in-cobwebs ramshackle property belonged to Count Zrinski, a lonely, gloomy old man whose wrinkled face resembled a baked apple.
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The only living soul beside the count was the half-sighted butler Nikola. The armor of unprecedented devotion to the venerable Zrinski family protected the faithful steward from the daily grumbling and abuse of his master. It seemed that Count Zrinski himself had already forgotten what a glorious family he belonged to and what merits his ancestors had been marked with, and he hardly thought that this great family would die out with him. He remembered the latter from time to time, though. In moments of extreme discontent, accompanied by fits of anger, he loudly promised to disinherit his parasite relatives. The count voiced this inalterably in the presence of Nikola—in the hope of finding an audience capable of appreciating his intimidating appearance and the weight of the threats. The delicate butler, lost from awkwardness, stayed sympathetically silent, trying at such moments to look anywhere but at the count: after all, the master had no one who would claim his inheritance. Having blurted out a hostile tirade, the last Zrinski admitted to himself that he was desperately lonely and of no interest to anyone. He became even angrier because of this and, protesting internally, he kept on consigning to oblivion the world beyond the line of his lifeless possessions. And had he ever really known it?

Being shy and soft-hearted by nature, the count had to study a lot in childhood in order not to disgrace a noble family and justify the expectations placed on him. In his youth, he sought to win the attention and affection of his parents by beating his younger sisters in that unequal competition. Later, he took on the burden of responsibility for the family, the surname, and the household, but he had never surpassed his famous relatives in anything. After all, among his relatives, there were wise rulers, glorious warriors, and even outstanding poets. At that time, only their dusty portraits protruding in heavy frames along the main staircase reminded him of this.

Obeying the long-established rules, the last Zrinski woke up every morning at exactly seven o’clock. The night mist still shrouded the slippery walls of the castle, and the morning owl’s hooting was muffled somewhere in the distance when the count lazily stretched himself, crunching his bones and grimacing with displeasure. Then he rang the bedside bell, calling out to the butler: “Niko-o-o-la!” with senile wheezing on the sound “o.”

In truth, was the count really that old? It is not known for certain, but in his heart, he felt like a true three-hundred-year-old cracker. Using a faience jug to wash himself in the morning, he grumbled that the water was stale and smelled bad, the towel was deadly hard, and the tooth powder was good for nothing.

As a rule, the count ate almost nothing at breakfast, just taking a bite of a piece of “stale” bread with some “rancid” pâté. Eggs were completely excluded from the menu because everything was damn wrong not only with them but with those who laid them, delivered them to the castle, and served them at the table.

After a meager breakfast, the count went for a walk—the only ritual that kept him in touch with the outside world. Probably because he had no one to complain to, Zrinski calmed down a little outdoors; the wrinkles on his thin face smoothed out, and he proudly walked around his dilapidated possessions.
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