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    The Story So Far

  


  I was the Rift Magus. Master of space and time. Protector of worlds. For decades, I defended my realm with unmatched power. But when an unspeakable creature threatened everything I held dear, I was forced to create a rift to nowhere—a trap designed to seal that threat away for all time.


  It worked, but the creature was not without power itself. It warped my magic, twisting the rift I made to take me back home, and I instead woke in the frail body of a young noble, Lucian Alastair Eldraine. Beaten, ransomed, and on the brink of death, Lucian’s spark was barely a flicker, his power nothing to speak of.


  Though my strength was diminished, my knowledge remained. With no way back to my old life, I decided to embrace this new life instead.


  My first test came when debt collectors arrived at the apartment Lucian, now me, shared with his cousin, Adrian Gervais. Though barely strong enough to stand, I challenged their leader, demonstrating my skill with a blade and learning that Adrian had taken a loan to pay my ransom, only for the security of that loan to come into question. I added my own name to the loan, securing a temporary reprieve.


  Adrian was overjoyed at my recovery, and I did not tell him that I was not Lucian. Instead, I asked him to tell me what happened, under the excuse that my memories were scrambled. He told me of Lucian’s abduction, including his part in it. Lucian was young, barely seventeen, and naïve; Adrian should not have left him alone but had done so. I forgave him, but not before extracting a promise of a mana potion to aid in my recovery.


  The mana potion allowed me to begin the long process of restoring my spark and refining my energy channels. My uncommon Gift, the ability to manipulate rifts, was still with me, but in this weakened state, I could only conjure small, temporary rifts.


  Seeking a solution to our financial woes, we ventured to the market district, where I intervened in a brutal spectacle involving Count Thornwood and his servant, Evan Morley. This led to a duel with the Count’s man, Jaron Kane, which I won decisively, earning a handful of coin and acquiring Evan’s service.


  Now that I had means, I turned to the question of my abduction, asking questions of those at the drinking establishments from where I’d been taken. I learned little, but Adrian wasn’t the only young noble who had left Lucian to his fate. There was a quartet of them, including Tristan Duval, a shrewd young man who had a reputation as a frivolous partygoer.


  It was in his care that I — that Lucian — had been entrusted, and I had in mind to pressure him into repaying the cost of the ransom for his troubles. But it turned out that he (or at least, his father) had struck a deal with my uncle to expose me to the harsh realities of the city, hoping it would either toughen me up or lead to my demise.


  So I changed tack. I revealed that I’d overheard his discussion about a stolen shipment of Heartfire crystals and offered my assistance. Tristan accepted my offer, agreeing to pay the price of my abduction for that assistance and granting me an audience with his associate, Garrick.


  The next day, before that meeting could take place, Adrian came to me with word that a magical creature known as the Winterling had been spotted. Along with hundreds of others, he and I went to find it, eventually catching a glimpse of the creature close to the town square. It quickly vanished, and as we considered our options, I felt a dark presence.


  I’d felt such a presence before, and I bade Adrian to join me to seek it out. In the depths of an alley, we came upon a demon that had murdered armed men.


  As nobles, it was our duty to defend the city against foul creatures such as this. With Adrian standing guard in case I should fail, I attacked with the skill of my blade and the magic of my Gift, and when I was done, the demon lay dead at my feet.


  It was then that Lady Corrine Delamere arrived with soldiers and attempted to claim the demon’s corpse by using her uncommon Gift to scramble my brains, much like Lucian’s had been scrambled when he’d been abducted. I defended myself with my own magic and responded to the woman’s threat with my sword at her throat.


  I demanded compensation for her threat and for the demon’s corpse—including the mana within it—and she obliged. The sum we agreed upon was more than enough to settle the debt Adrian and I owed.


  Although I now had enough coin that I didn’t need to complete my task for Tristan, I wasn’t the type to decline opportunities when they presented themselves. Hence, I went to meet with Garrick, who was initially skeptical of my involvement. However, I persuaded him to reveal the details of the theft. Using my cunning and a touch of intimidation, I exposed the traitor within Garrick’s ranks and recovered the stolen crystals.


  The next day, Adrian and I visited the moneylender to settle the debt and walked away not only successful but with Adrian having taken his first step into his own business.


  But all was not sanguine. Count Thornwood hadn’t forgotten the humiliation I had inflicted upon him, and he sent assassins to our apartment. Forewarned by Evan (who had built, at my request, a small network of spies), I defeated the assassins and took their Heartfire crystals from them. Then I confronted the Count, demanding compensation for the attack and issuing a formal challenge to a duel.


  Before the duel, I met with Tristan again to convince him to alter the terms of our deal. My actions impressed him enough that he accepted my proposal of a partnership in his crystal enterprise. He also introduced me to Cedric, a skilled rune master, who helped me imbue a Heartfire crystal with a rune of augmentation, significantly boosting my power in advance of the duel.


  The duel took place in a public park. Marcellus Thornwood acted as the Count’s champion, while I acted as my own. Marcellus proved to be a formidable opponent, wielding his lightning Gift with skill and precision. Despite my increased power, I was forced to rely on cunning and strategy to overcome his ranged attacks. In a dramatic display of rift magic, combined with the use of one of the Heartfire crystals I’d taken from one of the assassins, I defeated Marcellus, claiming victory and ownership of Thornwood Manor.


  As the crowd celebrated my success, I caught a glimpse of the Winterling, standing at the edge of the park, observing me closely.


  
    Chapter One

  


  The last time I saw the Winterling, I’d caught only a glimpse. A hint of something swift and fragile. A creature of magic and ice.


  That glimpse had been enough to fill me with wonder. It was as if I’d been filled with fresh mana, my spark grown stronger and my channels refined all at once. Even though I was soon distracted in the most unpleasant way by a demon attack, the benefits I’d gained from that magical glimpse lingered.


  This time, the Winterling allowed me more than just a glimpse. This time, the Winterling wasn’t leading me and the rest of the townsfolk on a merry chase. This time, the Winterling stood in full view and more.


  It—or she—stepped deliberately closer.


  This was the first time I’d seen the Winterling clearly enough to describe her. In my world, Winterlings did not exist, but perhaps we had something of a similar nature. We had elemental sprites, sea nymphs, fire elementals and the like. Each of them had the appearance of a young girl, although, in truth, they were ageless, with aspects of their associated element clear in their form.


  The Winterling could have been a winter sprite. A creature of winter and ice, she was nearly translucent, with a beautiful, feminine face and hair made of ice crystals. She carried the cold of winter around with her, the earth beneath her feet appearing to freeze with each step.


  She approached with a smile and an expression that hinted at secrets beyond normal comprehension. I found myself entranced by her as she approached and wondered briefly if there was magic in that, too. But if there was, I could sense no actual threat, and indeed, it seemed that she was fearful of me.


  I knew that if I was to make a false move, she would turn and flee, and I knew from past experience that she was swift. The crowd of onlookers seemed to have the same understanding as well, for they did not surge forward as one, striving to get close to the magical creature. They stayed back instead, expressing their awe and wonder, the same that I felt, in murmurs and excited exclamations.


  When last I gazed upon this wondrous being, I had been comparatively weak. This time, my spark was stronger, bolstered by the Heartfire crystal I’d introduced to augment it. But I had also just engaged in a duel, and my mana reserves were depleted. In addition, I’d taken a shot from a pistol, a glancing blow just above my left hip.


  I’d heard tales that the Winterling’s presence was healing and learned firsthand that this was true. As had happened before, I felt a surge of strength flow through me as my mana was instantly replenished, and if the wound at my side didn’t heal completely, at least the throbbing pain diminished, and the blood eased its flow.


  I was filled with a sense of euphoria and couldn’t help but return the Winterling’s smile as she stood not three feet before me and looked up.


  She tilted her head to one side in a quizzical gesture and studied me for a moment. Then she gave a very humanlike nod, and I heard her speak in my mind.


  “There may come a time when I need your assistance. If I should call, will you answer?”


  There was power in the way that she spoke, and while my mana sight offered no true insight, I knew, without doubt, she was a greater being than the sprites and elementals of my own world. I knew also that there was good in her, and that she would only ask for my aid if it was crucial.


  Even so, I considered my response. Being asked for a favor by a being akin to a goddess might have been flattering to the seventeen-year-old boy that I seemed. But in my past life, I’d dealt with beings of such power before. I wasn’t about to agree to such an open-ended request.


  I gave the Winterling a bow of respect. Turning such a request down would be a mistake, so I considered my response carefully.


  “If what you ask is both just and within my power, and it will not lead to harm for me and mine, then all you need do is ask.”


  The Winterling was a being made of ice and magic. Her eyes were pale to the point of being entirely colorless. Yet, even more than Tristan’s, they seemed made to twinkle.


  She favored me with a look that suggested approval, and once more, she spoke in my mind. “Then we are agreed.”


  As the Winterling spoke, I felt another surge of power as well as an ineffable joy flood through me. The Winterling was clearly happy with our agreement—as was I. But there was still more to come. With a flourish, the Winterling conjured what looked to be a sphere made of ice the size of the palm of my hand and extended it toward me.


  “Please accept this gift as a token of my appreciation for your agreement,” she said.


  Her words echoed in my mind without any audible component. Indeed, the Winterling’s lips hadn’t moved throughout our exchange, and I was certain that none of those watching would have noticed that she spoke at all.


  I accepted the icy orb almost on reflex, noting that it was cool to the touch but not frozen, and it was brimming with power. I was aware that the Winterling had bestowed such gifts in the past, and I understood their potency. Such a gift could provide a serious boost to my development.


  I offered the Winterling another bow of respect, as deep as the last, if not deeper, but I couldn’t help but voice a question.


  “Why me?”


  The continued smile on the Winterling’s face suggested an array of potential answers. I wondered if she knew my secret, that I wasn’t at all who I appeared to be. But if that was the case, she offered no hint of it when she responded.


  “Potential,” she said.


  I wanted to learn more, to understand why she thought she might need my help at some point in the future, but it seemed she was done talking, at least for the time being. Without any hint of a formal farewell, the Winterling transformed from her human-like form into something akin to a fox, complete with sparkly, snow-covered fur and a large, bushy tail.


  To the sounds of wonder from those watching—including me—the Winterling began to move, bounding once from the ground and into the air, treating wisps of wind as if they were solid ground. She leaped over the heads of the spectators, and then she was gone.


  It happened so swiftly that giving chase was not an option. Those in the crowd seemed to understand this, training their gaze and turning in an effort to keep the miraculous being in sight, exclaiming and whispering to one another, the duel almost completely forgotten.


  I took the opportunity to tuck the Winterling’s gift away in my tunic, realizing as I did that the burn I’d gained from Marcellus Thornwood’s attack, just like the wound in my side, no longer pained me. Yet the marks of it still remained and might take a few days to fully heal.


  That done, I turned my attention back to Count Thornwood. Despite his intention to leave, the Winterling had caught his attention—and that of his retinue—just as it had caught that of everyone else. And it was a good thing it had, for he and I still had things to discuss.


  “Count Thornwood!” I called to him, loud enough in the crisp air to be heard over the still-murmuring crowd. “While you are free, of course, to take your leave, I must ask you a question. Where is it you think you are heading?”


  
    Chapter Two

  


  The target of my words reacted as if stung by a wasp. He stiffened and leveled a glare at me that might have split rocks if that had been the man’s Gift. The man’s servants looked back and forth between us with uncertain expressions, and I took the opportunity to drive my message home.


  “Because if you are intending to head back to your manor, I must remind you that if you do so, you will be trespassing.”


  I spoke clearly, with no hesitation, my voice full of confidence. And if the Count hadn’t hated me before, he certainly did now. Clearly, he had intended to do just as I had suggested, the realities of my win perhaps not sinking in.


  He stood there with his face turning bright red with fury. “Surely, you cannot expect—”


  “Oh, but I do,” I said, interrupting the man. We were both standing some distance apart, and I had no intention of crossing that space to make our conversation quieter. I’d humiliated Count Thornwood before by airing his dishonor publicly, and I knew it to be a good option for bending him to my will. “You heard the Adjudicator,” I said. “Your property belongs to me.”


  The Count shared his scowl with everyone present but didn’t seem to have the same appetite for such a public discussion as I did. With a word to one of his servants, and a nod to his guards, he stalked forward, that servant and a handful of those Guardsmen trailing after. I stood my ground as he approached to perhaps ten feet away before stopping.


  He opened his mouth to speak, but I was quicker.


  “Know that if you or your men make a move against me, you will be dead before your next breath.” I said it with the certainty of my Gift backing me up. And even though the duel had cost me my rapier, I still had my dagger and needed neither to carry out my threat.


  Count Thornwood didn’t expect to hear such words from one such as me. Yet he couldn’t protest. These men were, after all, some of those who’d drawn their pistols and fired upon me mere minutes before.


  “What do you want?” the Count hissed, his rage clear to see.


  I allowed myself the barest hint of a grin. “I want that which you owe me. I want the manor I won by beating your man in the duel.”


  It seemed Count Thornwood was developing a facial tick that he couldn’t control. He glanced about, noting that the Adjudicator and his men were still present, and that they were watching as closely as anyone else. Count Thornwood might have been tempted to act in a way that was less than noble, but the Adjudicator’s ongoing presence combined with my threat prevented him from doing so.


  “You don’t want my manor!” he raged. “You lack the resources to keep it!”


  I gave him a cold smile. “My ability to hold what is mine isn’t for you to question.”


  I stared at him until he started to squirm, but even then he refused to believe that I actually wanted the prize I’d won.


  “Is it a ransom you want?” he asked, his voice filled with acid.


  He might have said more, maybe even made me an offer, but I was already shaking my head. Yet, he did have a point. I hadn’t seen the inside of his manor at all but knew it to be substantial. I would need servants to manage it, not to mention guards, and all I had at that point was Evan. While I could easily afford to support a small household, my finances weren’t yet solid. And I was loath to put myself in a position where one unforeseen expense—like the need to pay back an unexpected loan—could cause difficulties.


  But I wasn’t about to say all that to Count Thornwood.


  Instead, I gave him a casual shrug. “I’m not interested in ransoming the manor back to you,” I said. “Although, you can make me an offer for your man’s armor and weapons. As you can see, they are quite undamaged.” I considered my words for a moment. “I will be keeping his sword. The one I brought with me is no longer of any use.”


  Although Marcellus hadn’t used his sword throughout the fight, preferring to command his lightning Gift instead, he still wore one at his side.


  Count Thornwood was turning red with apoplexy, and a vein was starting to throb at his temple. “Do you think I care about one suit of armor?” he began, and I smothered another grin. Count Thornwood was volatile and easy to rile up, and I knew from past experience that he could be goaded into making foolish decisions when in such a state.


  I raised my hands in a placating gesture. “Forgive me,” I said. “But of course you are right. The issue at hand is your manor,” I said. “And while I would be within my rights to cast you and your Household into the street and move in right away, perhaps I can be convinced to offer some leeway.”


  Count Thornwood seemed to be grinding his teeth. But he heard the possibility of coming to an agreement in my words and latched onto them. “What do you propose?” he asked with a snarl.


  By then, some of those watching had chosen to move on, the day’s entertainment over and done. But a few were still there, perhaps expecting a second round of violence to erupt, or just out of curiosity to see what would happen. Adrian was among them, and I noted that he rested his hand on the pommel of his sword as if ready to leap to my defense if need be


  “It is clear to me,” I began, “that you are unprepared for this outcome. No doubt, you haven’t arranged for alternate accommodation. And while there are plenty of hotels you could look to, it just so happens that I could postpone moving into your manor for a short time. Of course, I would expect to be compensated for this generosity.”


  It took him a couple of seconds to work out what I was saying. Then he started to sputter. “You expect me to pay rent to stay at my own property?” he started.


  “It isn’t your property anymore,” I said flatly. I could see that Count Thornwood wanted to rage. His hands clenched as if of their own accord before unclenching and clenching again. I thought he might do something foolish and readied the power within me to respond should there be a need. But eventually, after gaping like a fish for some seconds, Count Thornwood managed to draw a deep breath.


  “How much?” he grated, sounding as if each word cut like a knife.


  I gave him a wolfish grin and named an exorbitant price.


  After some more sputtering, the Count countered with a much more reasonable amount, and we spent some time negotiating. In the end, we agreed that he would pay me some four hundred and twenty crowns for every day he continued to reside at the manor—the amount to be paid daily. It was far more than he wanted to pay, but as I told him, it wasn’t designed to be a long-term situation. I still intended to take his manor as my own, and I suggested he consider the price a motivation for finding new accommodation as soon as he could.


  I then said that I would send him my banker’s details by the end of the day, and after negotiating another two hundred crowns for Marcellus Thornwood’s armor, sans the sword, we were done.


  “A pleasure doing business with you,” I said and reached to shake his hand. He barely gripped my own for a moment before letting go. Then he muttered something unintelligible under his breath before once more turning away.


  A couple of his men turned to the fallen form of Marcellus, and I collected the man’s sword. It was heavier than my rapier, broader and longer as well, and, in truth, not much to my liking. But I still had things to do that afternoon and had no intention of appearing unarmed. Nor did I wish to waste time looking for a replacement weapon when this one was right there.


  I took the man’s scabbard as well, and in moments, I had it in place.


  Then, Adrian was by my side, beaming for all he was worth. The redheaded young noble immediately began babbling.


  “I knew you could do it,” he said, contradicting his worries from before the duel began. “But I also can’t say I expected Thornwood to act with such dishonor. To order his men to fire upon you, and in front of the Adjudicator no less! How did he think he could get away with such behavior?”


  “Well, he did try to have us assassinated in your apartment—” I began, but Adrian was too excited.


  “I just wish I’d bet even more, you know?” Before I could say anything, he was off on a different subject. “And to make him pay you rent! It’s like you’re developing different options for getting income with every move you make!”


  Again, it didn’t seem as if he expected an answer. As soon as he finished one sentence, the next began spilling out. “And the Winterling! It came right up to you! Almost looked as if you were talking to it!”


  Out of curiosity, I asked him a question. “It did, did it? What else did you see?”


  The question was just enough to stop the young noble’s barrage of comments. He paused and frowned for a moment. “I’m not really sure,” he admitted. “It was like looking through some sort of haze. I knew the Winterling was there—everyone knew it, we could see and feel it, like the first time—but its features were indistinct.” He looked at me sharply for a moment. “It got close to you. Did it reveal itself? Show you its true shape?”


  There was much I already understood about this world through Lucian’s memories, but there were also peculiar gaps in his knowledge. The idea of the Winterling revealing itself was something I hadn’t heard of before, but clearly Adrian, and therefore the others who had been watching, hadn’t seen what I’d seen.


  I considered how to answer and looked around once more, noting that the crowd had dwindled, and there was nobody close enough to overhear.


  “She did more than that,” I said. “She also gave me a gift.”


  “She? A gift?” Adrian’s eyes grew wide as he realized what I’d said. It was his turn to look around wildly before snapping his attention back to me. “You mean...?” he said, leaving the rest hanging.


  I just grinned at him.


  “Lucian, that’s amazing! Do you know how rare that is? In all the time since the Winterling first appeared, it—she—has only given a handful of gifts!”


  He started babbling again, his interest and enthusiasm clear for all to see. “What does it look like? Can I see? Does it do what the tales all say?”


  I had to laugh. At the same time, I was already shaking my head. “I don’t really want to show it around,” I said. “And I haven’t used it yet, so I can’t tell you for certain what it will do.” I considered the miraculous object in its place inside my tunic. “Although it does seem powerful.”


  It seemed that Adrian wanted to ask additional questions, but I cut him off. “How about we take this conversation elsewhere?” I said. “I’d like to get out of this cold and perhaps see a healer. And then I’d like to get something to eat.”


  “Oh!” Adrian exclaimed. “You’re wounded! Yes, of course, forgive me!” he said. “Right away!”


  Despite our words, before we hailed a cab to take us away, Adrian and I both visited the bookmakers to collect our respective winnings. One of those bookmakers was churlish, offering my winnings with clear discontent, while the other was more accepting.


  I didn’t care either way. All that mattered to me was that when we were done, I possessed a large, bulging coin pouch while Adrian tucked away a more modest one with a grin and a shake of his head.


  “I really should just expect you to win and put down all that I can, shouldn’t I?” he asked.


  I didn’t even hesitate. “You should,” I said.


  That done, we walked to the edge of the park and hailed a cab.


  
    Chapter Three

  


  The wound at my hip and the damage to my hand were healed to the point where the healer offered no more than bandages and unguents to help prevent infection, and I was happy with that. I paid her and then Adrian and I sought out somewhere to eat.


  The cab driver took us to the fanciest restaurant I’d yet seen in this world. A grand, opulent place filled with artworks and sculptures, rich carpets, and high ceilings. Even the serving staff wore well-tailored suits, the fabrics as rich if not richer than that which Adrian and I both wore.


  As he settled himself into the plush, comfortable chair, Adrian couldn’t help but look around. Clearly, he wasn’t used to this level of opulence on display. Yet he was noble, and he adjusted himself to the setting swiftly enough.


  As for me, I was very pleased to see that such elegance existed outside of noble Houses. I was starting to think that this world might not offer more than the rustic fare I’d experienced so far.


  Even though I still had things I needed to do, I took time to study the menu before ordering the juiciest steak and heaviest sides I could find, together with a rich, full-bodied wine. When Adrian saw the size of my meal, he couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow. But he knew I was doing all I could to get stronger and had just completed a duel, so I simply set to, enjoying the succulent steak and the accompanying sides.


  We spoke only of inconsequential things during the meal, but as we were finishing up, Adrian asked, “So, what’s next?”


  “I’m going to spend the night assimilating the Winterling’s gift. But before then, I’m going to arrange for a banker to accept Count Thornwood’s rent, and so I don’t have to carry around all this coin. And then I thought I might ensure that the deed to Thornwood’s manor is officially transferred to my name.”


  At this, I had to pause. I understood how such transfers of ownership worked on my world. But here, in this place, I knew only what Lucian knew, and sadly, his understanding was far from complete. Fortunately, in this regard, Adrian was more worldly than I.


  “Speaking of which, can you tell me how to do that, exactly?”


  Adrian gave me a peculiar expression. At first, I didn’t understand why, but then he let out a grin.


  “Are you looking to hire me for a consultation?” he asked.


  I looked at him for a moment, then let out a laugh. This wasn’t exactly the type of thing I had in mind when suggesting Adrian could use his position and status to form a business, but there were similarities, and this was indeed a way his business could grow.


  I just hadn’t expected him to use it against me. Nevertheless, I respected his ingenuity and wasn’t about to discourage him. “Maybe I am. Depending, of course, on what you might charge.”


  As I spoke, I understood that this might not be the last time I had need of someone like him. I hadn’t expected to include him in my business, but this was different. I could easily see myself being a regular client. And that would be good for both of us.


  Adrian didn’t quite know what to say. It was as if he hadn’t expected me to agree. And in truth, the first time he’d gone so far, I had helped him negotiate his fee. I wondered briefly how he might solve his dilemma, but he quickly came up with an option I hadn’t considered.


  “Show me the Winterling’s gift and we will call it even.”


  I had to laugh once again. I looked around to make sure that we weren’t being observed and pulled out the translucent orb to show him. His eyes went wide with delight.


  “It’s almost like being in the presence of the Winterling itself,” he said quietly.


  I nodded.


  Almost by instinct, he reached out a hand, then caught himself. “May I?” he asked.


  This time, I shook my head. “That wasn’t part of the deal,” I said.


  The look on his face was priceless—a mixture of realization and disappointment. I let him suffer a moment longer, then offered a smattering of solace. “In truth, I don’t believe that I should let anyone touch it. The Winterling offered it to me, and even now, I sense a connection. I think letting someone else touch it might be a mistake.”


  Adrian seemed mollified. He nodded, then gave me the rundown on property ownership in this world, as I’d asked, with particular reference to how it related to the spoils of a duel. It was relatively simple. I had to present myself to the Hall of Records, specifically to the property department thereof, and stake my claim. I had to note that the duel was duly witnessed and recorded by an Adjudicator, and the title would, upon confirmation that I spoke the truth, be passed to my name.


  As it was my celebration, I paid for the meal, and then the two of us headed back out to the street.


  There was no reason for Adrian to accompany me from then on, so I asked him to tell me the name of the hotel at which he was staying. He did so, including the room number, so that I might get in touch, before asking if I thought it still too dangerous to return to his apartment.


  “Evan would know better than me, but the Count’s true colors are on full display. Would you really trust him not to send another assassin or two? Especially if he thought he might thereby get out of paying his dues?”


  Adrian nodded somberly, and with that, we went our separate ways.


  Ensuring that my name went on the title to what was formerly Count Thornwood’s manor proved as straightforward as Adrian had said. Once that task was complete, I then chose a banker, a woman who dealt with the affairs of numerous titleless nobles like myself.


  Her name was Margaret Winchester, and she was a matronly woman in her fifties who exuded competent professionalism and didn’t bat an eye at my apparent youth. We completed the necessary paperwork, and I handed over the bulk of the coins I was carrying with some relief.


  Margaret Winchester wrote out a receipt acknowledging the deposit, and then there was just one more matter to discuss.


  “Could you send a runner to the manor of Count Thornwood, advising him that you will be acting on my behalf?” I said.


  “Of course,” the woman replied. “Am I to be expecting funds from that direction?” she asked.


  “On a daily basis,” I confirmed.


  The banker nodded her head and made a note for herself, and then I took a cab to the hotel Adrian had named. Instead of joining Adrian in his rooms, I rented a suite of my own. It was spacious, well-appointed, and elegant enough to befit a noble without being too ostentatious. It would serve my purpose without issue.


  I hung my cloak on the coat rack, and without wasting even a moment, I settled myself down in the lotus position in the middle of the sitting room floor.


  Then I withdrew the gift the Winterling gave me from its place within my tunic.


  
    Chapter Four

  


  I could sense the power within it, much as I could sense the power within the mana potions I’d regularly purchased ever since waking up in this world. Yet it was different as well. As I studied the orb, I fancied that I could see something within it. A miniature image of the Winterling herself in her nonhuman form, leaping and dancing within the tiny space.


  Perhaps that’s why the power held in the orb felt different from that in the mana potions. A mana potion was no more than that—liquid power, undefined by any particular purpose, with infinite potential to be defined by whoever used it. This felt more like a Heartfire crystal with a rune attached. Yet it was different as well, its purpose already defined, more personal and powerful.


  Perhaps it was like a combination of both potion and crystal together.


  There was something else I felt as I studied the orb. I knew that it was mine, just as I told Adrian. But more than that, it carried the essence of the Winterling herself.


  I was reminded of the Winterling’s words as she offered her gift to me. She would call upon me when in need, and I was bound by my honor to respond. And perhaps more than just by my honor as well.


  Back in my world, it wasn’t uncommon for agreements to be magically binding so that both parties were actively compelled to act in good faith. I wondered if such could be part of the Winterling’s magic as well, and after no more than a moment of consideration, I was sure that it was.


  I knew that if I was to make use of the orb, then I would be properly bound to the Winterling until my debt to her was paid. But that didn’t stop me. To my mind, the magical binding added nothing at all. My word as a noble was equally rigid.


  So, the only question remaining was how exactly I might make use of this.


  It turned out to be simple. I opened myself to the orb in the same way that I opened myself to the ambient mana all around while meditating. I just calmed my mind in the same way, took a deep breath, and accepted the Winterling’s gift.


  If I hadn’t had decades of experience doing this in my previous life, I likely would have been overwhelmed. The sheer amount of power contained within the orb was incredible. Within the very first moments, it scorched its way through my existing channels all the way to my spark, and if I’d been as weak as I was when I first woke, it would have burned those channels to a crisp.


  As it was, I had to wrest the power of the orb under control, to throttle it back to the point where I had a chance to survive. Then, with sweat forming on my brow and running down to the small of my back, I hastily took some of that power and used it to shore up those very same channels, as well as defining pathways for new ones.


  It was like I had breathed in a lungful of fire. Like I’d injected acid into my veins. It was painful, and I had to grit my teeth to prevent myself from crying out. But at the same time, it was exhilarating.


  The power within the Winterling’s orb was like the most pure form of mana I had ever encountered. Even as it burned through me, it infused itself into me as well, to the point where I felt I was shining.


  My mind became incandescent, and I felt the spark within me, so recently strengthened by the Heartfire crystal, begin to stretch. And that was just the beginning.


  As soon as I felt I was able, I loosened my control and allowed more of the power in.


  Even though I was sitting still in the middle of the room, I felt I was being buffeted from all directions at once, as if I had somehow become the center of a miniature tornado. Nor was it silent. The winds of the power unleashed by the Winterling’s globe shrieked as they twisted and turned all around me, and once again, I struggled to maintain control.


  I understood then why the Winterling offered her gift so seldom. Yes, I was far from the most powerful in this world, but I still had the mental discipline of an arch magus.


  It was that discipline, that capacity to focus, that allowed me to once more wrest the power of the orb back under control. If a weaker mind had been given such a gift, the power of it would have overwhelmed them.


  Perhaps the gift’s recipient would have survived. Even if a Gifted person’s channels were scorched into ruin, that Gifted person could still live. But much of that power, if not most of it, would have doubtless escaped, rendered next to useless.


  But I was the rift magus, the protector of realms, and I would be damned if I was going to let even the smallest mote of this power escape. By then, sweat had soaked through my tunic and was also starting to drip from the end of my nose. Such was the power contained within the orb that the room seemed to shake, and I started to float, still in the lotus position, an inch or more off the thick hotel carpet.


  My grimace of effort turned into a grin. I allowed my spark to grow as it would and started to create energy nodes in the patterned channels within me. Those energy nodes would help me to recover from exertion or injury more quickly, as well as help me to control all my spells better and for longer.


  And still, the energy of the Winterling’s gift swirled around me.


  Now, I could see bursts of blue lightning flicker this way and that, and the rumbling of thunder joined the howl of the wind. By then, the sheer power being unleashed had me floating more than a foot in the air, and I was beginning to wonder if I should have chosen a more formidable location. Yet the walls of this hotel were thick stone, including those that were internal, and the floor seemed solid. Perhaps, by the time this process was done, there wouldn’t be too much overt damage.


  And if anyone were to complain about the increasing noise, then I would deal with that if and when it occurred.


  For long minutes, the process continued, with me incrementally opening myself to more and more of the orb’s power. In my hands, the orb glowed a brilliant hue, so bright it was hard to look at, and it grew warm to the touch. It grew lighter as well, as if the power within it had weight, and I was drawing that weight away.


  Still, it continued. Along with the winds, the lightning, the howls, and the thunder, ghosts began to appear, and now it was clear that the power of the globe, the sentience within it, very much understood the difference between me and this body I currently wore.


  The ghosts were all from my past life.


  They were hints at first, faces that I might once have known, people I’d lost on the way. They quickly became more solid, more substantial, to the point where I could see them clearly.


  Friends, family, relatives, strangers, these were people I’d been unable to save, either because I hadn’t been strong enough at the time or my power was just the wrong type.


  A rift magus could do many things, but a healer I was not. The best I could do for some of them had been to create a rift of stasis to keep them until a healer could be summoned, and even then, it sometimes wasn’t enough.


  I could have dwelt on these failures, could have let them distract me and lost part of my focus. But even when the face of Devi, the only woman I’d ever loved, appeared before me, I simply ignored her—just as I did with the rest.


  Minutes turned into hours, and I continued to work with the Winterling’s gift. Never once did I lose my focus, and in that time, the channels within me became almost robust. The spark at my core nearly tripled in size, and I could feel my body, my power growing noticeably stronger.


  Finally, after perhaps four hours of effort—such was the noise of the process that I was unable to hear the city bells chime the hour—the orb in my hands was no more.


  The buffeting winds of power died down, and the sparks of lightning and ghosts were things of the past. For maybe a half-minute longer, I remained floating, but the energy that kept me aloft was now mostly internal.


  Through no conscious choice of my own, I settled back down onto the carpet.


  My tunic, my hair, everything that I wore was soaked through, and I was breathing so hard it could have been considered panting.


  But I was done. The Winterling’s gift was now mine in all ways, and I could feel hints of her essence within me.


  As much as I wanted to study the changes that the Winterling’s gift had wrought, as much as I wanted to see how much I had grown, I was beyond weary. It was all I could do to heave myself to my feet and totter in the direction of the bathroom. Once there, I filled the small tub and allowed myself a short soak, being careful with the bandaged wound at my side and the burn on my hand, although neither of those troubled me anywhere near as much as they should.


  The bath proved restorative, but it had been a long day, and I couldn’t deny that I needed to rest. So I toweled myself dry, and with thoughts of the Winterling, Count Thornwood, and Lady Delamere on my mind, I sank into the comfortable hotel bed and rested my head on the pillow.


  
    Chapter Five

  


  I awoke just after the sixth morning bell and climbed back into my tunic and pants, lamenting just a little that I hadn’t brought a fresh set with me. Even before I commenced my morning practice session, I could feel the changes the Winterling’s gift had wrought within me. When I had first woken in this body, I’d been ascetically thin, with loose ligaments and little real strength, as well as a slight hunch in my spine.


  Now, I stood straight and easy and felt light on my feet, with the strength of three or four men coiled within me. I was filling out as well, putting on muscle at a formidable rate, although I was still a long way from bulky. I looked and felt as physically fit as a healthy seventeen-year-old in peak condition could be, and both the wound at my side and the burn on my hand were well on their way to being healed.


  In addition, my spark felt strong and sure, a steady, stable presence within me, full of power and capability. And it was that power and capability I was eager to test.


  Pausing only to wash the sleep from my eyes and ensure I was otherwise presentable should I be interrupted, I returned to the main room and immediately conjured a simple rift, as large as I was currently able.


  A shimmering, rippling hole in reality opened up before me, perhaps three times as large as I’d been able to manage during my duel with Marcellus Thornwood. It was a fair size, yet it was still too small to allow me to step through, though should I have need to do so, its circumference was greater than mine. I would fit through with room to spare should I raise my arms to narrow my shoulders and dive in.


  In terms of distance between the start and end points, I adjusted the spell and learned that thirty feet was not outside my range, and I felt that I could maintain the rift for considerable time without any real effort.


  As I tested my limits, I felt a grin spread across my face. Had I possessed such strength when dueling with Marcellus Thornwood, it would have been a much shorter fight.


  Nor was that the limit of what I could do. When I was at my peak, there was virtually nothing beyond me. I could create rifts large enough to move mountains if I so desired, even twisting such a rift in on itself, creating a sealed dimension beyond the reality within which we lived.


  It was something like this in which I’d trapped the creature when it disrupted my spell, leading to my awakening as Lucian Alastair Eldraine. A rift like that had many uses, especially if it were self-sustainable. And, upon experimentation, I discovered that I was able to conjure such a self-sustaining rift once again, albeit on a much smaller scale.


  I found myself starting to smile. I’d only been in this world a short while, and already, I was making good progress.


  But that didn’t mean I could relax. As soon as I had ascertained my new magical limits, I drew the weapon I’d taken from Marcellus and began my training dance once again.


  Marcellus’s sword was larger and more unwieldy than I liked, and I promised myself I would replace it at some stage. But for the time being, I made do, gracefully executing the seventeen steps and thirteen positions that formed the foundation of my fighting skills.


  Each step was defined in terms of its position and angle from the last, and I knew them so well it was almost like I could see chalk outlines of the steps positioned on the floor.


  Truthfully, if they were drawn in chalk, it might have been difficult for a casual observer to know which step followed the last. Because, although these were the basic steps, they required balance, flexibility, and coordination to move between them. The difference between steps fourteen and fifteen, in particular, required a leap and a twist, with the result that everyone completing it ended up facing the exact opposite direction from the beginning to end.


  As before, and as was my habit, I combined the steps with the thirteen positions, lunging and parrying, blocking and avoiding imaginary attacks all the while. Also, I once again incorporated my magic to add an extra dimension to my training.


  Once I was satisfied that I’d done all I could with these steps, beginning with both the left and right feet, I added five additional intermediate steps into the mix, just to see if I could. These five steps were literally impossible for any unGifted man or woman to complete, requiring a combination of strength and balance beyond the norm. To my gratification, I found that I could now do these five steps. Although, when I tried to include a sixth, I stumbled and didn’t quite make it.


  Yet, even the five steps would stand me in good stead, allowing me to twist to seemingly impossible angles and reach positions that could surprise any opponent.


  Just for good measure, I added both invisibility and fireball casting to the mix, courtesy of the Heartfire crystals I’d taken from the assassins.


  I then learned that while I could grow my own uncommon Gift by strengthening my spark, the fireball and invisibility abilities were tied to the crystals I wore on my wrist and around my neck. Despite my increase in strength, the fireballs I cast remained the same size, and I felt no improvement in my ability to vanish.


  I filed that information away and continued, using my rifts in combination with the fire-casting ability to act as my own opponent, using gravity rifts to quench the fireballs, and normal rifts to deflect them long enough that they burned out on their own.


  Finally, I decided I was done. I took a few minutes to clean myself up after the workout, and just after the eighth morning bell, I left my suite and headed to the one Adrian shared with Evan.


  “My Lord, come in, come in!”


  It was Evan who answered my knock on the door—as was fitting. He was the only servant we had so far, so that duty naturally fell to him. And besides, I half-expected that Adrian wouldn’t yet be up.


  Evan was trying to bow to me even as he stepped back to let me in. At the same time, it seemed that he had much to say.


  “Forgive me for not attending your duel,” he began. “As your man, I should have been there at your side, to serve you in whatever way you desired.”


  His words and body language were clearly contrite. And in truth, he was correct. All things being equal, it was indeed his role to be there with me. Given that Adrian had appeared, I knew that Evan must have known about the duel, even without his growing network of contacts.


  But all things weren’t equal, and I waved the man’s worries away. “Nonsense. You are still injured,” I said, and it was true. Evan still wore his arm in a sling, and while the visible bruises were largely fading, they were still there. “And besides, given your history with the Count, even were you back to full fitness, it wouldn’t have been right to have you attend. It would have been akin to throwing a spark into a haystack...”


  By then, I’d entered the suite, which was much like my own in terms of layout, with the entryway leading to a high-ceilinged main room. The main difference was that where my suite was done in reds and golds, this one was done in creams and greens.


  But that wasn’t why I let my words fade. In the main room, I could see Adrian, already up and about, with his own sword in hand. As I’d shown him a couple of days earlier, he was working his way through the steps and positions. He was slower than me, less fluid as well, but it seemed there was little wrong with his memory. From what I could see, he was getting it right.


  Evan saw the direction of my gaze. “My Lord has been practicing this way daily,” Evan said, a hint of pride mixed with uncertainty in his voice. It was as if he found the young noble’s actions unusual, but at the same time, understood why he did it. Largely due to my actions, the two of us had attracted more than our share of enmity.


  I favored the man with a smile. “Do you think you could announce my presence?” I asked him.


  “Oh! Oh, of course! Forgive me!” Evan bowed once again and moved to do just that, allowing me to understand that while he was adept at keeping himself busy, and his network of contacts would be increasingly useful, a natural doorman he was not.


  Not that it mattered. As I grew my household, I would naturally employ more staff, leaving Evan to focus on what he was good at. It was just that right now, he had to effectively do it all by himself.


  As soon as he announced my presence, Adrian paused in his practice and turned toward me. “Lucian!” he called and quickly sheathed his rapier. Then he did a quick double-take. “You look different,” he said.


  At this, Evan also took a moment to study me, and he started to nod, agreeing with the young noble. “Stronger,” Adrian said. “More powerful. Is that the result of —?” He cut himself off, glancing at Evan in such a way that I understood Adrian hadn’t told him the full story.


  I nodded and filled in the blanks for the man. “The Winterling’s gift,” I confirmed, and Evan made a small sound of surprise. “And you’re right. I am stronger. It’s like I have advanced a full year within the last day.”


  Adrian let out a low whistle. He was impressed, but I could sense no jealousy within him. He was simply happy that the Winterling had decided to give me this gift.


  Then Adrian seemed to shake himself back to the present. “But you’re not just here for me to admire the changes within you. Nor are you here to watch me practice your steps and positions. So tell me, what adventure might you have in mind for today?”


  In truth, I had more than one plan for the day, including the need to reconnect with Tristan’s man Garrick, but I could do that without assistance. Yet there was a reason I wanted—or needed even—to talk with them both. I offered Adrian a wolfish grin.


  “I want to talk about my abduction. I have left the matter unresolved for too long now.”


  In the past, Adrian might have advised caution. He might have suggested that looking into that in too much detail could be dangerous. He was right. But now, he just sobered a little, nodded, and offered me a seat on a low couch. Evan looked as if he was about to leave us to it, but I signaled him to stay.


  “What are your thoughts on the matter?” Adrian asked me.


  “You remember our run-in with Lady Delamere,” I said, and he nodded. “It was clear that she intended to use her Gift against us and to ransom us both the way I was ransomed before. And she recognized my name, if not my countenance. That, combined with the way my memories of the time were scrambled—are still scrambled—suggests that her House might be more familiar with that original incident than an innocent party might be.”


  At this, Adrian was nodding, and even Evan seemed interested. As well he might, because I’d already tasked him with learning what he could about the Delamere House beyond what we already knew. In particular, I wanted to know if Lady Delamere herself was as vengeful as Count Thornwood, but there was more to it than that.


  I turned my attention to the servant. “Tell me, Evan, have you been able to find anyone who can offer us the information about the Delameres?”


  It was Evan’s turn to nod. “I have,” he said. “A couple of sources, actually. Relatives of those who work for Count Thornwood. I offered some coin, and they were more than happy to speak.”


  “And what have you learned?” I asked.


  Here, Evan looked a little downcast. “Not much,” he admitted. “House Delamere is a wealthy House, but they’re secretive with it. More than most, they guard their tongues when others are near, and those I spoke to couldn’t even say for sure what business has earned them their coin. Added to that is the fact that the servants are afraid of the threat of the Delamere’s Gift being used upon them.”


  It wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear. “And the interaction Adrian and I had with Corinne Delamere, that cost her a tidy sum?”


  “I’ve heard nothing about that other than that the Lady Delamere returned that day in a towering fury.”


  “Do you know if we are at risk of some vengeful scheme?”


  At this, Evan looked uncertain. “I’m sorry, my lord, I simply don’t know.”


  I considered his answer for a moment, but if the man hadn’t been able to find the information I was after, there was little I could do save assume the worst. Both Adrian and I would have to be on our guard.


  “Keep at it,” I said. “And if you could focus on learning if the Delameres have anything to do with the business of abduction, I would be interested to hear. And if the Delameres are too careful with their tongues, maybe their allies are not.”


  “Allies?” Evan asked.


  “The soldiers,” Adrian supplied, and I nodded.


  Evan was looking at me in confusion, so I explained. “The Lady Delamere was in the company of soldiers that she claimed weren’t hers. I can only imagine that they worked for an ally, another House with close ties to the Delameres.”


  Evan was nodding, and I knew that he would do what he could to track down that connection.


  The conversation might have continued, but there came a soft knock at the door. I raised an eyebrow, thinking that someone must have ordered breakfast to be brought up—an idea that was very appealing—but Evan explained that he’d asked for any messages to be delivered there.


  He stood and went to answer the door, returning quickly not a verbal message but a sealed envelope.


  “My Lord, it’s for you,” he said, bowing and handing it over.


  
    Chapter Six

  


  The letter was sealed with wax, and I recognized the Eldraine family crest embossed in that wax. The simple design showed a pair of gauntleted fists crossed over one another. It was an emblem signifying strength, and I wondered if all of my plans were about to change.


  “What is it?” Adrian asked.


  “We’ll find out in a moment,” I said. With that, I broke the seal and unfolded the letter.


  Lucian,


  Your presence is required at the Eldraine residence at your earliest opportunity.


  Vernon B Eldraine


  Since waking up in this body, I’d been aware that Lucian had an extensive family, of which his uncle was the head. In Lucian’s mind, that was the man’s primary designator, and until that moment, I hadn’t been able to dredge up an actual name. But seeing it written down as the signature on this letter was enough to allow me to recall.


  Vernon Bartholomew Eldraine.


  “Well?” Adrian asked.


  I handed the letter to him. “It seems I have been summoned.”


  It was a single line and took Adrian no time at all to read it. “That’s... fairly terse.”


  I didn’t make any comment.


  “What’s it about?” Adrian asked. “Do you think he’s finally decided to contact you about your abduction? Or is it the duel? Do you think word of that might have reached him already?”


  “How am I to know?” I asked with a grin.


  “Fair enough,” the young noble acknowledged. Then he looked at me. “Will you go?”


  “When the head of your House requests your presence, is there any other choice?”


  Adrian made a rude noise. “Reads more like an order than a request,” he said, and I privately agreed. Then he studied me closely. “But this is your uncle. He hasn’t exactly been helpful to you lately, has he?”


  Adrian was right. The agreement between my uncle and Tristan’s father had been spelled out to me by Tristan himself. Poor Lucian had effectively been left to his own devices, to sink or swim as his talents dictated. Tristan had said he would have paid the ransom if Adrian had not, but Vernon Bartholomew Eldraine wouldn’t have lifted a finger to save his young nephew.


  “Still, he is the head of my Household, and he has my allegiance. It is his right to do with me as he chooses.”


  Adrian looked fairly surprised. “I just thought with your new way of looking at things, maybe you had less time for your family as well.”


  Adrian didn’t know that Lucian’s family wasn’t really mine. Even so, I wasn’t going to put my place within it at risk.


  I’d already learned that this world was filled with opportunities—but those opportunities were harder to come by for those without a noble House behind them.


  “Would you really advise me to turn down a summons from the head of my Household?” I asked him.


  Adrian didn’t have to think very long. “I guess not,” he said.


  “Then we now know what adventure I will be getting up to today,” I said.


  ***


  Despite what I'd said to Adrian, I had no intention of leaving for the Eldraine family residence immediately. I had a couple of things I needed to do first.


  The first was a business issue I needed to deal with. I was very much aware that in my partnership with Tristan, I was currently acting as a bottleneck. I’d taken ownership of the first shipment of Heartfire crystals and hidden them within the wall of Adrian’s apartment.


  I needed to get them to Cedric so that he could activate them. I also needed to learn which parts of the business were in place, and which still needed to be set up.


  So I sent a message to Garrick Vale and asked him to meet me at Adrian’s apartment, giving him both directions and a warning not to try to enter before I arrived as it was still under guard by the local constabulary. I picked the fourth afternoon bell as the ideal time; it should have allowed me plenty of time to meet with my uncle and return.


  The second thing on my to-do list was simple: I needed a change of clothes.


  I could have hailed a hansom cab back to the apartment and picked something fresh from Lucian’s closet, but in truth, although finer than the clothing typically worn by those who weren’t of noble blood, Lucian’s entire closet was a bit faded from overuse.


  Besides, the tunic I was wearing was notably tight around the chest, shoulders, and arms, and my cloak had seen better days, not to mention the bloodstains from the wound at my hip.


  Taking all this into account, along with the fact that my coin pouch was full, it seemed like purchasing something new was a good option. Fortunately, there was a shopping district not far from Adrian’s hotel, so I took my leave of him and Evan and went for a walk.


  There was a fresh layer of snow on the ground and a cool breeze in the air, but while the sky was indeed gray, it didn’t seem very threatening. The mood in the air was light and comparatively joyful. I soon found a cluster of tailors that catered to the noble classes, boasting the particular virtue of having tunics, doublets, and more already made up.


  I was able to purchase a fine, cream-colored tunic with gold edgings, a high-collared doublet of blue with gold embroidery and pants to match, along with a warm cloak that superseded the one I had allowed Marcellus to singe. To complete the ensemble, I bought a fine pair of gloves and a scarf as well, and directed the shop workers to dispose of my old clothes as they saw fit.


  In addition, I selected a collection of additional items—tunics, doublets, and the rest—and had them sent up to my suite at the hotel.


  Only once that was done, I hailed a hansom cab and settled in for the ride to the Eldraine family residence.


  ***


  The Eldraine residence was on the outskirts of the city, about as far from Adrian’s apartment as it was possible to get. I didn’t believe this to be accidental. From Lucian’s memory, and everything I had learned since, it seemed that Lucian’s uncle had very much wanted to be apart from his nephew, and perhaps that feeling had been mutual.


  During the trip, there was little for me to do other than sit back and enjoy the ride, taking in the sights as best I could.


  Back in my world, the cities were grand and modern, filled with color and light. The buildings shone like crystals in the sunlight. I’d lived in a tower in the middle of it all, and from there, I could watch over my domain.


  If my skills were required, I could open a portal to anywhere in a heartbeat and swiftly deal with the issue. Or I could stroll through the open streets, enjoying not just the beauty of the architecture but also the way it blended seamlessly with the trees and gardens that my people valued just as much.


  Perhaps it was due to the weather, but here, it seemed bleaker, much harsher than where I’d come from. Everything appeared gray and drab, smothered in white from the flurries of snow dancing on the breeze. The trees were scant. Maybe it would be different in the spring and summer, but for now, there wasn’t much green to be seen.


  In my world, colorful birds and butterflies flitted cheerfully about. Here, I saw only the occasional scurrying rat in the gutters and a few crows.


  Perhaps I should have been saddened by the possibility that I would likely never see my own world again. Maybe the stark contrast between that land and this should have filled me with despair.


  But instead, it was as if I had been given a gift. Because there was magic here, just like in my world, but different as well. There was potential in a way that made my blood sing, and I was excited to see where that might lead.


  In my world, that potential had largely been realized. For thousands of years my civilization had existed, and while there were challenges yet, my role as the rift magus, the protector of realms, was largely one of maintaining what had already been wrought.


  Here, I could have a much greater impact. I could be a shepherd, guiding the people to a greatness they couldn’t yet even guess at.


  Of course, I had much to do before reaching that point, and I’d barely begun. And I had no intention of getting ahead of myself.


  By the time the cab pulled up outside the Eldraine family residence, the sky had darkened considerably, and the snow was starting to thicken. But I just hunkered deeper into my cloak as I stepped out of the cab. I offered the driver an additional payment, with more to come, to ensure that I had a ride back to town. If for any reason I found myself unable to return, then I could send someone to release the man from our deal.


  Then I turned to the imposing wrought iron gate with a quiet smile twisting my lips.


  The Guardsmen at the gate granted me entry without incident, and the path that led to the Eldraine residence had been cleared of snow. Unlike Count Thornwood’s residence, and in fact most of the noble residences I’d seen so far, the Eldraine residence was set back from the road.


  I felt a peculiar sense of recognition as I approached, and I knew it was because Lucian had grown up here. At the same time, this was the first time I had laid eyes on the place.


  The main building was magnificent. Made of ancient stone, it conveyed a sense of impressive solidity that suggested endurance, which seemed fitting given the harsh realities the people here faced. The main door was equally solid, made of wood bound with iron, guarded by two men in full armor. One of them, a man with a face ruddy with cold and a full beard, nodded to me as I approached.


  “Master Lucian,” he said, and I wondered if the former resident of my body knew him.


  No memories surfaced, but it didn’t seem to matter. I gave the man a simple nod, and that was enough. He turned and held the door open for me.


  “Lord Eldraine is expecting you,” the guard said. “You can find your own way.”


  If this had been a different House, the man’s casualness would have been almost insulting. But to him, I was clearly part of the Household, not a guest to be shown the way. So I muttered my thanks and walked in as if Lucian’s memories were my own. I barely looked at the faded, tired fittings and furnishings as I followed my own feet through halls that had clearly seen better days.


  Those halls weren’t empty. I saw several servants of various sorts, going about their daily business. It was a peculiar feeling, knowing that until just a few months ago, Lucian had called these halls his home, although in truth, I knew he spent much of his time in the library, reading poetry and histories rather than doing things of a more practical nature.


  I knew that Lucian’s rooms were to the west, and that he’d shared this place with a number of cousins. I also knew that those cousins were the reason for Lucian’s initial capability with the sword.


  The young noble hadn’t exactly been bullied, but the Eldraines in general were big and robust. Lucian had inherited the height, but the lack of solidity was something I was working on. Some of the cousins played rough, and Lucian had had no real choice but to learn how to defend himself.


  These memories and more became clearer as I walked through the halls, and I knew that should I run into one of those cousins, I could probably dredge up enough knowledge about them to avoid any social mistakes, and if necessary, I could also use the excuse of my mind having been muddled during my abduction.


  But I made it to where my uncle conducted his daily business without such a meeting and was greeted by a small, busy-looking man with a round face and a perpetual smile.


  “Lucian!” the man said, offering me a cheerful bow. “It is good to see you again, my boy. Lord Eldraine is currently engaged but will doubtless be free shortly. I hear you have had an adventure or two since you left us, so how about you take a seat and tell me all about it while you wait?”


  I couldn’t help but smile at the man, and all of a sudden, I knew who he was. This was Thaddeus Tabernacle, my uncle’s chamberlain. Interestingly, Lucian’s memories were filled with this man, more than any other. In many ways, he’d been a surrogate father when Lucian’s own had taken ill, and he actively encouraged Lucian’s interests rather than holding them in scorn.


  And while the man was completely loyal to the head of the Household, I could see no evidence at all that his interest in Lucian was anything but genuine.


  So far in this world, my apparent youth had caused a number of difficulties. It actually felt good to have someone respond to me with genuine warmth and affection.


  At the same time, I had to hide a small part of me that felt a certain sadness because the boy Thaddeus knew was gone, apart from the memories within me, and he would never know.


  “Of course,” I said and followed the man—who was perhaps a year or two younger than my actual self—to share a comfortable couch.


  “So tell me, what’s this I hear about a duel?” the chamberlain asked.


  I knew then that news of my exploits had indeed reached this far. I wondered if that was due to Tristan, and what else the young noble might have mentioned.


  “It was nothing, really,” I said. “Just a difference of opinion in a matter of honor.”


  Thaddeus was another whose eyes seemed to twinkle with thoughts beyond those being expressed.


  “Oh, I don’t think this is the time to be modest,” the man said. “Rumor has it that you won a count’s manor as a result, did you not? If so, then now is the time for boasting!”


  I couldn’t help but laugh out loud at the small man’s cheerful exclamation. But instead of responding to his inquiry directly, I countered, “Is that why my uncle has called me here? Because of the duel?”


  It was Thaddeus’s turn to laugh at this. “Oh, Lucian, you know better than that. Lord Eldraine will explain his purposes directly, or not at all, as is his right and want.” His eyes twinkled again. “Although I will allow that it might have something to do with it, if I’m reading things right. Now, don’t think I didn’t notice your deflection. You are going to tell me all about it. Otherwise, I will keep on asking!”


  The man waggled a finger at me in mock disapproval, and once again, I had to laugh. Then I acquiesced and told him what happened, beginning with the first time I’d met Count Thornwood—and Evan, of course—and the escalation of the minor conflict that ensued.


  Thaddeus proved an appreciative audience, exclaiming at all the appropriate places, his eyes going wide as I described the Count’s various moments of dishonor. I made light of a couple of things, not wishing to give away all my secrets, and Thaddeus didn’t press. He seemed suitably impressed by what I told him, and at the end, he gave a low whistle.


  “I thought the reports might have exaggerated the event, but it seems if anything the reality was even more impressive. Even if I feel there are things you are not saying as well.” He paused for a moment to study me closely. “You have certainly changed since you left these walls behind,” he said. “You’ve filled out a bit, and if you don’t mind me saying, that’s a good thing. You were far too skinny before.” He paused again before he continued. “You’re more grown-up than you used to be as well. Going out on your own has been good for you. But tell me, I hear you’ve had other adventures as well. Were you kidnapped? And what’s this I hear of the Winterling? Did you actually get it to approach?”


  I told him the truth, as much as I could without giving away my secrets, and I even mentioned that I’d gone into business with a partner, although I couldn’t tell him any details. I spoke of Adrian as well, describing his first steps into his own business.


  It was a comfortable discussion, even though a part of me knew that the chamberlain would likely report at least some of what I said to his master. I didn’t mind that in the least as I needed to update that man’s perspective of me if I was ever to gain his respect.


  And I did need to gain that respect if I wanted to act with the strength of my whole House behind me. But it was also good to simply connect with a man who had been important in Lucian’s life.


  We could have kept talking for hours, but when my uncle’s door opened and a trio of people filed out, that seemed to signal the end of the conversation. Thaddeus bounced to his feet.


  “I’ll just go check on Lord Eldraine, to see if he is free to see you now,” he said.


  
    Chapter Seven

  


  Thaddeus was gone for only a moment before he reappeared and gave me a quick nod. I stood and followed him to the door of what I remembered was where my uncle conducted his business, and he held it open for me.


  The chamberlain followed me in, said briefly, “Your nephew, Lucian, to see you, my Lord,” and stepped out again before receiving an answer.


  The room was much like the one Tristan used for the same general purpose. A decent size, a couple of seats, and a desk at one side. But where Tristan’s homestead was richly appointed and spoke of his family’s wealth, this room felt comparatively austere and dusty. It was dark as well, with only a small window to let in some light.


  The man himself, Lucian’s uncle, sat behind the large desk, a quill gripped in his hand as he studied a parchment. He was a big man, as the Eldraines all seemed to be, but hunched over now with age, his hair gray. His hands, though, still spoke of strength. He looked like he could twist a boulder in half with little effort.


  And there was a chance that he could. His energy channels were very well-developed, and his spark shone brightly.


  Vernon Eldraine was perhaps the most powerful person I’d met in this world so far, and as befit someone of his station, he had a well-developed uncommon Gift as well.


  When I first woke in this world, I couldn’t have said what the typical Eldraine family uncommon Gift might have been. But as Lucian’s memories had become clear, that piece of knowledge had surfaced. The Eldraines possessed the Gift of Stoneskin, able to turn their flesh into rock—to a greater or lesser degree.


  The man at the desk could likely transform fully, becoming a sort of rock golem, impervious to swords, spears, and numerous other attacks.


  If the head of the Eldraine Household had stood in my stead against Marcellus Thornwood, the Count’s champion wouldn’t have stood a chance. The man’s greatest attacks would have been nothing, bouncing off Lucian’s uncle like a thrown bag of feathers, and he would’ve had to run to stay alive.


  Of course, my own Gift was more deadly. No stone in the world could remain whole should I wish to cut it with a rift-coated blade.


  The man hadn’t yet looked up. I gave him a low, respectful bow nevertheless and greeted him as if I were indeed Lucian.


  “Uncle,” I said.


  The head of the Eldraine Household glanced up for a brief moment before returning to the parchment before him. But this was no cheap power game meant to keep me waiting. I got the distinct impression he was just busy.


  “One moment,” he said.


  I waited, and soon enough, the man put his quill down and focused on me with eyes that matched the blue of my own. He studied me briefly, calmly, then acknowledged my presence.


  “Lucian,” he said, “it is good to see you well.”


  Lucian’s memories weren’t as useful as they might be when it came to the head of the Eldraine House. I recognized his face and features, but in terms of his nature, I didn’t have a lot to go by. Lucian thought of him with a sense of foreboding, and I knew he was capable of harsh decisions, including that of casting Lucian out. But up until then, I didn’t really have any insight into the man himself.


  My first impression was positive. He could have been like Count Thornwood, malicious and small, but instead, he came across calm and considered.


  “You asked to see me?” I prompted.


  “I did. Your friend Tristan was kind enough to send a report. He said that you had awakened an uncommon Gift. Is this true?”


  I knew then that despite the man’s formidable demeanor, he, like many of those in this world, lacked the mana sight that served me so well. If he had it, he would have been able to answer his own question.


  I nodded. “It is, although it is not the usual one associated with our Household.”


  “May I see it?” he asked.


  I opened a basic rift between the two of us, about the size of the man’s head, with its endpoints not far apart. In appearance, it was little more than a shimmer, its edges sparkling with mana energy, but only because that’s how I chose to display it.


  All in all, not a particularly impressive sight.


  Lucian’s uncle grunted. “And what use is it? What does it do?”


  “It’s a rift that joins two points in space. Although, with modifications, it can do other things as well. As for its use, there are many. In combat, for example, I can use it to bypass an opponent’s armor or lop off his head. I can bypass walls and doors with ease and extend my reach tenfold.”


  There were countless other applications for my particular magic, but I had no intention of going into full detail. And besides, it seemed that I’d already spoken of what interested the man most.


  “Combat,” he said. “This is how you defeated the Thornwood man.”


  “In part, yes.”


  “In part?”


  “The Thornwood man, Marcellus, had the Gift of lightning. He could use it at a distance, which meant I had to get close, and stay alive as I did so.”


  Lucian’s uncle merely nodded. “You were injured?” he said.


  That didn’t really seem to be a question. Clearly, the man already knew. “Minor injuries only. Almost entirely healed.”


  “Already? Good, good.” The man nodded as if to himself. “Lucian, I’m sending you as part of a contingent to fulfill a contract with House Voss. It is not ideal, as they will be expecting men with the usual Eldraine Gift, but it will have to do.”


  This wasn’t at all what I expected, nor did it fit within my own plans. Yet this was the head of the Eldraine Household, and this, combined with my own sense of honor, demanded only one response.


  “Of course,” I said, agreeing immediately. “In what capacity? For how long is the contract expected to be?”


  Lucian’s uncle looked at me as if he hadn’t expected the response. In fact, he had the same assessing expression shown by so many others when I acted outside their expectations. But unlike most everyone else, this man simply accepted the changes within me and moved on.


  “You have no experience in such matters and will therefore act as a common Guardsman, albeit with an uncommon Gift. As for the duration of the commitment, that much I cannot say. The Voss Household is experiencing some problems, and it might be some time before they are resolved.”


  I had far more experience in such matters than he knew, and wasn’t entirely happy with the man’s answer. The last thing I wanted was to be taken away from my interests in the city, and I was vaguely aware that the Voss holdings were mostly in the mountains. Nor was I pleased that I would be no more than a common Guardsman.


  But just because Lucian’s uncle expected the Voss Household to require aid for some time didn’t necessarily make it so. And there was always the possibility of turning this to my advantage.


  “What about my status as a noble?”


  He understood what I meant. “Certain courtesies will still be observed, but your role as a Guardsman takes precedence. You will be receiving orders, not giving them.”


  Again, his answer rankled, but I wasn’t exactly in a position to argue. “So, no servants?”


  He raised an eyebrow. “You have a servant?”


  “I do.”


  If he was surprised, he didn’t show it. “Guardsmen typically don’t bring servants. It would complicate things. You’ll have to manage without.”


  In truth, while certainly disappointing, it was probably best if Evan were to stay in the city with Adrian.


  “Compensation?” I asked.


  At this, the man gave a hint of a smile. “One silver crown per day, as is normal for a low-ranked but uncommonly Gifted man.”


  One crown per day. A tiny fraction of the unknown potential income I ought to be getting from my business deal with Tristan, not to mention the rental income from Count Thornwood.


  Lucian’s uncle was no longer studying me. In fact, his attention seemed to have gone back to the parchments on his desk. Clearly, he considered the meeting all but over.


  “You leave this afternoon,” he said almost absently.


  No doubt, he expected little more than a bow and for me to depart, but I did neither. After a moment, he looked at me once more. “You have more to say?”


  “I have business interests in town that require my attention. I would like a day to ensure that they can continue in my absence.”


  “Business interests?” the man asked, his expression not changing.


  It wasn’t a surprise that Tristan hadn’t mentioned as much in his report. Nor could I out him as my partner, even to the head of my Household. Instead, I gave him a smile.


  “You sent me away to make something of myself or to fail. Does it surprise you that I have chosen the former?”


  Again, Lucian’s uncle studied me closely. But again, he didn’t choose to share his thoughts. He simply gave a slow nod. “You can have your day,” he said.


  The meeting was over. Lucian’s uncle bade me to sort out the details with Thaddeus, and turned back to his papers as I bowed and took my leave.


  The chamberlain himself wasn’t difficult to find. He was lingering outside the office door and was clearly waiting for me to emerge. I told him what had transpired, and in just a couple of minutes, we agreed that I would present myself back here at the Eldraine family residence no later than the seventh morning bell on the morrow.


  I also asked him if I could have a copy of this contract I would be acting under, and he agreed to have it ready at the same time.


  All things being equal, I would have chosen to take my leave then and there and return to the city with all possible haste. I was an interloper, and this trip had reminded me—not that I truly needed the reminder—that this House was not my own. I had no true familial obligations to satisfy.


  And yet, all things were not equal.


  “Will you be visiting your father while you are here?” the chamberlain asked me, his smile still in place, but a hint of sympathy creeping into his eyes.


  There was no honorable way that I could say that I would not, so I acted as I might have done if Lucian’s father was indeed mine. It was the price of living Lucian’s life in this world, and in truth, I was happy to pay it.


  “Where is he?” I asked.


  “We have moved him to one of the cottages, where it is more peaceful. One of the servants will show you,” he said. The chamberlain signaled to a young maid and told her what he wanted.


  She gave a polite curtsy and said, “Follow me.”


  There were several cottages out behind the main Eldraine residence, and much of the snow had already been cleared from the pathways that connected them. Yet, the light falls from the morning had become heavier, and though the distance was short, I still hunched deep into my cloak.


  “This is it,” the maid said as we approached the smaller of the cottages, a single-story structure with smoke coming from the chimney. “Can I leave you from here?” she asked.


  “Yes, thank you,” I said.


  She turned to go, and I stepped closer and knocked on the door.


  I recognized the matronly woman who answered my knock. This was Teresa, the nurse responsible for the care of Lucian’s father. She looked at me with a faintly puzzled expression.


  “Master Lucian?” she ventured. “Is that you?”


  “It is,” I said.


  She hesitated for a moment more, and I gave her a smile. “Are you going to invite me in?” I asked gently, slipping off my cloak.


  “Oh, of course! Forgive me! It’s just that you look— Forgive me.” She quickly stepped out of the way, and I entered what proved to be a warm, cozy room with a blazing fire at the far end. This was a sitting room, and apart from the two of us and the expected furniture, it was empty.


  “Is my father able to receive visitors?” I asked her.


  She nodded. “He is awake,” she said. “He will be happy to see you. Come, this way.”


  I wasn’t entirely sure that he would be happy to see me if he knew I wasn’t Lucian at all, but for both of our sakes, I had no intention of sharing that information. Instead, I just followed the nurse as she bustled her way into what proved to be a bedroom, with a frail-looking figure propped up in the middle of a mound of pillows on a large, four-poster bed.


  I knew from Lucian’s memories that this man was Vernon Eldraine’s twin brother. But if they had shared a resemblance at any time in their lives, that resemblance had been eaten away through illness.


  This man looked to be perhaps two decades older and conveyed none of the strength of Vernon Eldraine. His cheeks were sunken, his hair was thin, and his body barely changed the shape of the blankets that covered him.


  Yet there was still a hint of the uncle—and of Lucian as well—in the shape of his face, if nothing else.


  Nurse Teresa approached him and spoke clearly but gently. “You have a visitor, my Lord.”


  The man seemed to startle at the sound of her voice, and I knew then that he was blind, although that was a long way from his only ailment.


  In Lucian’s memories, his father was paired with sadness and grief that went back many years. I thought at first that perhaps the boy’s father was dead, but that wasn’t the case. It was just that he suffered from a lingering malady that robbed him of his vitality.


  Lucian hadn’t known the true nature of this malady, but nor had he possessed the mana sight that I had, and a quick look at the frail man’s energy system told me a lot.


  He was Gifted, though he lacked the uncommon Gift of the Eldraine family, even though his twin possessed it. His energy channels suggested that at one point, this man had been strong, but those energy channels had withered and atrophied.


  At the root of this malady, whether it was a cause or simply an effect, I didn’t know, was the man’s spark. It still flickered within him, clinging to life, and it might once have been strong. But a single glance was enough to tell me that there was something amiss.


  It was as if his spark was contaminated by something unpleasant. It was darkness. Something twisted like a parasite. A leech sucking his vitality away.


  “Who is it?” the old man rasped in answer to the nurse’s words.


  The matronly woman hesitated again as if she was still a little unsure if I was who I said I was. “It is Lucian, my Lord. Your son.”


  The transformation was remarkable. The old man’s face lit up like the sun on a beautiful morning. He showed off the few teeth he still possessed in a broad smile and said, “Lucian? Bring him here!”


  “Of course,” the nurse said. She moved out of the way and whispered to me as I stepped closer. “Try not to tire him too much,” she said softly. Then, more loudly, “I’ll be here if you need anything.”


  I perched gently on the side of the old man’s bed and reached for his hand.


  “I’m here,” I said, and that was enough. Lucian’s father clutched at my hand with his own, and while he didn’t look like he could crush rocks with his grip like his brother, I was still pleased to note that there was strength in him yet. “It’s good to see you,” I said.


  “You too, my boy,” he said, even though he was clearly without sight at all. “Tell me, it has been too long since you visited last. What adventures have you been up to?”


  It was a peculiar thing, pretending to be a man’s son in order to provide comfort. In truth, my sense of honor rebelled at the inherent dishonesty. At the same time, in this world, I was Lucian. It was just that I’d lived a full life on a different world as well.


  On that world, I had no father at all. In this world, I seemed to have two: this feeble shell of a man clutching my hand as we talked, and Lucian’s surrogate father figure, Thaddeus, the chamberlain.


  For the second time that day, I spoke of my life in the city, focusing on those things I had achieved most recently. Though feeble, Lucian’s father responded with overt joy at my successes, particularly in regard to the Winterling and my defeat of Count Thornwood.


  At the last, I minimized the danger to keep the old man from worrying overly much, and he chortled and squeezed my hand in delight when I told him I’d won ownership of the man’s manor.


  When I was done, Lucian’s father seemed to relax. He let out a sigh. “I knew you would not flounder,” he said. “Despite what my brother said. You have backbone, and in this world, if you combine that with a few good decisions, that’s all you really need.” The old man closed his sightless eyes and drifted off to sleep.


  I stayed with him for a while longer, nevertheless, until Teresa returned to check up on her patient.


  I found myself filled with genuine regret that I had to go, although how much of that was a spillover from Lucian’s memories, I couldn’t know.


  Out of respect for the sleeping man, neither Teresa nor I said a thing until we were back in the main room, with the door to the bedroom closed.


  “How is he?” I asked her.


  “As you saw. He is increasingly frail and might only have a short time left with us.” She gave me a peculiar look. “I’m pleased that you were able to visit. He has deteriorated all the faster since you left for the city.”


  In my mind, it felt as if Lucian hadn’t had a lot of support as he matured, but perhaps that was because his father couldn’t really express what he felt. Or, maybe it was simply that his father, for most of the last decade, hadn’t been physically able to be around.


  But clearly, that didn’t mean the old man had no time for the boy.


  “What do the healers say?”


  “There’s not much they can do.”


  “Not even those who are Gifted?” I asked.


  “They say there is something amiss with his spark. And while they can soothe his pain and strengthen his flesh, maladies of the spark are beyond even them. The best they can do is make sure he is comfortable.”


  I nodded. It was as I expected. Such maladies were not unheard of in my world as well, and while our healers may have slowed the maladies’ progress, they weren’t able to cure the afflicted either.


  “Thank you for caring for him,” I said as I made my way to the door. Teresa reached out almost by instinct and clutched me by the arm. It was an action that could have been seen as a serious breach on her part, but I was genuinely grateful that this woman was there to help the old man and didn’t object.


  She hesitated once more. Then, “Please, my lord, if you are able, make an effort to visit more often. It would mean the world to him in his last days.”


  I had spent only a little time on this world, but already, I had many things that were taking my time. Yet there were obligations that a noble had to his Household that were beyond argument.


  “I will,” I said. It was the right thing to do.


  
    Chapter Eight

  


  The snow was heavy during the trip back, and the sky was considerably darker than it should have been at this time of day. Because dirty white drifts were building up on the road, the trip took longer than it should have. I heard the third afternoon bell ringing out, slightly muted by the still-falling snow, before I reached my destination.


  Finally, I arrived at Adrian’s apartment. I paid the cab driver a full crown for his service, in addition to what I’d already paid—a bonus that the man accepted gratefully. Even though it was cold, I took a few moments before heading in, just to ensure things were as they should be.


  I’d paid the local constabulary to keep a watch on the place just in case Count Thornwood chose a vengeful route once again. I found a pair of them standing guard outside, stamping their feet, hunched into their heavy cloaks, with scarves wrapped around their necks and lower faces in an attempt to keep warm.


  I approached them with a friendly smile and gave them each a coin for their efforts, above what I’d already agreed to pay, on account of their dedication despite the foul weather. I said that I was expecting a guest and that they were to let him through. Then I headed inside.


  Nothing had changed since the last time. The carpet and chair that had been dragged outside were still missing, and the body of the second assassin, the one who was killed outright, still lay in the middle of the floor.


  For a moment, I ignored it, focusing my efforts instead on building a fire in the grate. There was plenty of wood in a basket on the hearth, and it took only a few seconds to stack it high. Then I used the Heartfire crystal I’d taken as compensation for the attempt on my life, gathering my mana and casting a fireball.


  It worked a treat, the wood catching quickly. Soon, the fire was roaring, and much of the chill in the air started to fade. Satisfied with my efforts, I hung up my cloak and turned to the corpse on the floor.


  I’d stripped both assassins of their Heartfire crystals but hadn’t done anything with the weapons. Now, I looked at those the corpse still wore, and decided that I’d swap Marcellus Thornwood’s overly long and cumbersome weapon for his.


  The sword wasn’t as light and agile as my rapier had been but seemed a decent match for my present strength level. It had a sharp point, and the assassin had taken good care of the edges. I walked through my steps and positions just once, in order to get a feel for it, then sheathed it at my side.


  The other weapons, I gathered up and placed in my closet. I’d probably sell Marcellus Thornwood’s blade at some point, but I’d keep the others in case I needed them.


  Then I turned to the problem of the corpse on the floor. I knew that, in a city like this, I could doubtless hire someone to dispose of a body. But I didn’t know who to reach out to and didn’t feel that talking to the constables outside was the best option.


  Instead, I had another option. If not for the boost offered by the Winterling’s gift, it could have been a messy operation. As it was, I could create a rift just large enough to do the job in one go.


  Most rifts were static. They could be fixed in place or perhaps thrown from one point to another. But one of the benefits of being a grand master of rift magic was that I could move rifts about at my unspoken direction.


  That’s what I’d done when I killed this man, creating a small rift and moving it about inside him, tearing his organs to pieces, and making it more than difficult for him to keep breathing.


  Now, I did it again, moving a rift, which I had matched to his general shape, from his head all the way to his toes as he lay on the floor. The other end of the rift I placed about twenty feet away, directly under Adrian’s apartment.


  I’d opened that end of the rift into a mixture of stone and hard-packed earth. From my experience, there were two possible outcomes of this type of procedure. If the earth proved to be soft, I would effectively be forcing the assassin into it, burying him without the aid of a shovel. However, I expected the mixture of hard-packed earth and stone to be more unyielding than that.


  One of the things I learned about using rifts in this way is that I could be fairly relentless. If the substrate into which I introduced the assassin proved unyielding, then it would not stop me from sending him through. All it would mean was that he would turn into a sort of pink paste made up of various tissues as he ground up against the unyielding matter.


  Either way, twenty feet was deep enough that the assassin would not be seen, in any form, again.


  It didn’t take long until all that was left was a small puddle of blood or two on the floor. I took care of that in the same way, using a rift to scrape the top layer of the floorboards, and then it was as if the man had never been.


  After that, I returned to my room and withdrew the Heartfire crystals I’d hidden in the wall. Then, I took a seat back in the main room and waited for my guest to arrive.


  ***


  Garrick Vale knocked on the door perhaps a couple of minutes early. I greeted him by name, and this time, he responded with a respectful bow and a polite, “My Lord,” which was a pleasant change from the first time the big, scarred former soldier and I had met.


  I invited him in, poured him a brandy, and gestured him to the couch while I returned to my seat. I found him studying me closely and wondered if he was able to see the changes within me.


  For my part, I saw that he still wore the same Heartfire crystals as last time. I knew that one was to facilitate communication between him and his men, but I didn’t know the purpose of the other.


  “Do you know why I have called you here?” I asked him by way of breaking the ice.


  The big man gave a grunt. “I’ve been told,” he said, “you are now a partner in the business.”


  I nodded. “And are you aware of my role?”


  “You are the face of the business. Effectively, you are in charge.”


  “And what are your thoughts on that?” I asked.


  At this, the big man gave a surprising half-grin. “Better you than me,” he said.


  It was a good answer, but not quite what I was looking for. So I asked more directly. “Are you willing to follow my orders?”


  He studied me closely. His impression of me had quickly changed when I showed him what I could do, but I wasn’t yet sure how much of that change had stuck.


  “My lord,” he began, “lack of leadership has always been a concern to me in this venture. The noble in charge has good intentions, but with his lack of ability to be seen to be involved, there was always scope for it to end in disaster. As it nearly did.” He said the last with a glower, and I sensed he was still angry over what had happened. But then he continued, “You are young, that cannot be denied, and yet you are capable, beyond what I’ve seen in men twice your age. I believe you will be able to do what is necessary to ensure the success of this venture.”


  I accepted his answer. “And your men?” I asked.


  Garrick gave another grunt. “They are loyal to me,” he said. “More than that, they’ve seen what you can do. They will follow you.”


  Again, it was a good enough answer. “And Ivan Greer?” I asked.


  At this, Garrick looked away. He took a sip of his brandy, swallowed hard, and said nothing for some moments.


  Then, “His body was found down by the river,” he said.


  It seemed that Garrick had taken my advice. However, it did open up another question. “Will the constabulary be a problem?” I asked, but the big man shook his head.


  “They tend not to look too closely at such things.”


  “Good,” I said. I was satisfied. Garrick was solid, and I felt he would be a good man to have on my side. Nor did I need the hassle of finding replacements for him and his crew.


  “For my part, I am also happy to work with you,” I said. “So, to business.”


  Before Garrick had arrived, and after I withdrew the crystals from their hiding place in the wall, I had created the sort of rift that turned in on itself. I’d given it enough energy for it to be self-sustaining, and while it was far smaller than I might have made in the past, it was still useful enough.


  I’d created an invisible, self-contained storage space that only I could access. I’d anchored it to the ring I now wore on my finger—the same one that housed the Heartfire crystal I’d taken from the assassin. With a simple wave of my hand, I opened that self-contained storage rift and withdrew the crystals I’d placed there.


  To Garrick, it must have seemed like I conjured them, complete with a leather pouch in which they were held, out of thin air.


  His eyes went wide at the sight, but he made no comment as I handed the crystals over.


  “I take it that you have a process in place to get these to—” I stopped myself from saying Cedric’s name for the same reason that Garrick was circumspect about using Tristan’s. Tristan didn’t want his part in the business known, and it was simpler to just not mention his name at all. “To the rune master?” I finished.


  He nodded. “We do,” he confirmed.


  “And beyond that, the distribution and sales of the crystals?”


  At this, the big man shook his head. “That is not my area of expertise,” he said, and I swear he managed a hint of a grin when he did.


  I understood him clearly enough. He was a fighter. A doer. He was not a salesman.


  “So that will be my next step,” I said. “What about importation? Are there other shipments due?”


  “Not yet,” Garrick said. “The crystals are ready to go and can be shipped at your word. But the idea was that these would be a test run. We need to make sure we can sell them before bringing more in.”


  This made sense if you were prone to caution, but to my way of thinking, if you were going to do something, there wasn’t much point in going halfway.


  “Leave the sales to me,” I said. “And send word to begin regular shipments.”


  At this, Garrick simply nodded. He took another sip of his drink. “Anything else?” he asked.


  I gave him a grin. “I’m going to be out of town for a time. I don’t know how long exactly, but I will return as soon as I can. Until then, you are in charge.”


  
    Chapter Nine

  


  After the meeting with Garrick, my next stop was my banker. The snow was becoming heavier as the day progressed, and cabs were becoming scarce. It seemed that heavy snow combined with darkness and a biting wind that seemed to cut right through me were enough to keep most people indoors, even in a winter-prone city like this one.


  Even so, I was able to find one after several minutes standing in the cold, and directed him to my banker’s office. When we arrived, I bade the man wait for me and went in.


  My banker, Margaret Winchester, greeted me without hesitation.


  “My lord,” she said, “how can I be of service to you this afternoon? Has the weather simply inspired you to head out for a stroll?”


  I smiled at the woman’s dry humor. “Ms Winchester,” I said. “As much as I’d like to claim that I merely popped in for a visit, unfortunately, such is not the case. I have a query about the account I recently opened.”


  The woman gave an acknowledging nod. “What would you like to know?” she asked.


  I reminded her of my expectation of a regular deposit from a third party.


  “And you are unsure if this third party is fulfilling their commitment?” the banker asked.


  “Exactly so,” I said.


  “I will need to confirm with my records, but I have to admit I do not recall such a deposit. Give me a couple of moments.”


  We were at the woman’s desk, and she called one of her employees to fetch the appropriate records. The boy disappeared into the back room for just a moment, before returning with a thin leather-bound file.


  The banker thanked the boy, and it wasn’t hard to tell when she opened the file that there were no new deposits.


  “I’m sorry, my Lord, but it seems you have not received any funds since your original deposit.”


  I had to admit, I wasn’t surprised. That was why I’d thought to check.


  I said my goodbyes, and with that, I returned to my cab and gave the driver additional directions. But not to visit my recalcitrant tenant. I was absolutely planning to speak with Count Thornwood before heading away, but it was as yet still daylight, and such conversations were better held in the fullness of night.


  Instead, I went back to the hotel.


  I stopped first at my suite and saw that the tailor had indeed delivered the clothing I ordered. It took only a few moments to pack that away in my storage rift. In addition, I also emptied my coin pouch of much of its remaining bulk, keeping just enough for what I might need on a day-to-day basis. Then I headed to Adrian’s rooms and knocked on the door.


  Both of them were there, and after receiving an update from Evan about Lady Delamere—there wasn’t much Evan had learned since I’d spoken to him last—I filled them in on the day’s happenings.


  As ever, Adrian was full of questions. “When are you going? Where to? How long will you be gone?” he asked, almost all at once, and I answered them as I could.


  Evan immediately began talking as if he would be joining me, and I had to explain the situation. He wasn’t too pleased, but there was no real choice in the matter, and the man quickly subsided.


  “You can treat Adrian as your master in total until I return,” I said, formalizing something that had been effectively in place for some time anyway.


  It was Adrian who asked the most salient question. “What about your business ventures?”


  “They have mostly been addressed, or at least will be by the time that I leave, with the exception of one minor detail. Adrian, I am in need of your professional services.”


  At this, the young noble burst into a grin. “Of course! What do you need?”


  “I’m looking for a distributor for certain items. It is a niche product, and I don’t know enough about the market myself to do it justice.”


  After swearing Adrian to secrecy and asking Evan to leave the room, I finally told Adrian about the Heartfire crystals. I didn’t tell him who I was partnered with, but, in truth, it wouldn’t have taken much for him to figure it out.


  In regard to my oath of secrecy to Tristan himself, as long as that extended to cover Adrian as well—and I made sure that it did—I was comfortable. After all, there was only a certain amount that could be achieved in total secrecy.


  After Adrian had gotten over his amazement, he agreed that he might be able to locate the type of person I was looking for. We agreed on a price for this service, and I made sure it was generous enough that he wouldn’t feel cheated on account of our friendship.


  Then, with the business taken care of, I changed the topic.


  “Have you eaten?” I asked him.


  We had a small feast brought up from the hotel kitchen. This time, we ordered pork, an entire set of ribs, and it came with a surprisingly tasty pear sauce, as well as sides of sweet potato, carrots, and a leafy green vegetable that I didn’t recognize and Lucian’s memories failed to name. We ordered a good wine to go with the meal and shared it all with Evan as well, although he wouldn’t sit at the table.


  As usual, I consumed far more than my share, but as this was my treat, I wasn’t concerned. The entire meal was finished off with a thick, cake-like dessert that came with its own rich sauce, and by the time we were done, I was feeling very satisfied indeed.


  We talked of small things as we ate, and I learned that I was not Adrian’s only current client. He had agreed to help a merchant friend of one of Evan’s contacts in a matter concerning her landlord and was willing to pay his fee.


  I couldn’t help but approve. It seemed that Adrian had found a niche that could indeed lead to financial independence. That and his practicing the sword work I’d shown him were both positive signs. However, in my view, he still needed to work on the strength of his spark.


  When we were done and the hotel kitchen staff had taken the remnants away, I bid them both good night. Adrian lingered a moment longer before blurting out to me to look after myself, and I told him not to worry. Then I headed back to my suite.


  It was after the seventh hour of the afternoon, and I could see through the windows that it was already dark outside. I could hear the wind through the thick walls and windows, and I knew that the foul weather had yet to pass.


  I had one more task to complete before heading away, but I wanted to wait for the most inconvenient time. So I took the opportunity to meditate, work on my channels as much as I could, and then got a few hours of sleep.


  I woke in the dead of night and spent just a moment luxuriating in the warm blankets. Then I rose to my feet and swiftly got dressed. I didn’t know precisely what time it might be, but I judged it to be between the second and third morning bell—which was just the time I had targeted.


  I made sure of my weapons, my dagger, and my sword, and then I checked the Heartfire crystals I now wore. I was feeling good, refreshed, even though I hadn’t slept long, and I was ready for what was to come.


  The snow, by then, had stopped falling, although that bitter wind still tried to work its way through my cloak. If it weren’t for the streetlights still burning, some of which had gone out, it would have been very dark indeed.


  Yet even in the dead of the night, despite the truly frigid conditions, there were still a couple of runners huddling in the corner between the wall of the hotel and the stairs, ready and willing to take what coin they could get for their services.


  “Hey,” I called out, and one of the runners, a boy of maybe thirteen or so years, scampered toward me.


  “My Lord, how can I help?” he said.


  “Do you know where I can find a hansom cab at this time of night?” I asked him.


  He bobbed his head right away. “Would you like me to fetch you one?” he asked.


  I was aware that he never once offered to point me in the right direction, nor did he even glance left or right. This boy wanted the coin for his services, not for just giving directions, and I had to commend him for that.


  “There is a half-crown for you when you do,” I said.


  The boy gave a sharp nod and said, “I’ll be just a few minutes.” Then he hurried along, his feet leaving imprints in the snow.


  I was happy to wait, although it wasn’t long before I began stamping my feet. My energy channels were coming along nicely, but I’d yet to reach the point where I was immune to the cold. I figured the runner was grateful for the chance to move about. Like most of his ilk, he was well clobbered against the chill in the air, with a heavy coat, more than one pair of gloves, a scarf, and a wool hat—all worn but still serviceable—and layers of cloth wrapped around his legs and feet.


  While the runner was away, I heard the city bells ring to announce the third hour of the morning and figured I had more than enough time.


  In just a few minutes, a hansom cab appeared, the horse blowing great plumes of steam and the driver looking sleepy. I signaled the cab to pull over, just to make sure he was paying attention, and the runner clambered out of the cab and held out his palm.


  I paid him his coin and gave the cab driver instructions to take me toward the manor I’d won from Count Thornwood.


  
    Chapter Ten

  


  I didn’t want the driver to take me all the way. I didn’t want to risk being seen by the guards, at least, not before I was ready.


  So I climbed out of the cab a little down the road from my target, and once again, I paid the driver to wait, promising him that when I was done here, I would commission him for a much longer ride.


  The man nodded, and the look on his face suggested he might be asleep when I returned. But that didn’t worry me as long as he was still there.


  I looked around to make sure that no one was watching, and then I sent a thread of mana through one of the Heartfire crystals I wore.


  Before the Winterling’s gift, my spark hadn’t been strong enough to sustain the use of such a crystal for more than a few moments. Now, I had power to spare, and felt I could sustain it for a significant time.


  As for what that crystal did, if anyone had been watching, they would have seen me vanish on the spot.


  If they were particularly observant, they would have then witnessed footprints appearing one after the other in the snow. If they were prone to curiosity, they might have followed those footsteps all the way up to the gates of Count Thornwood’s manor.


  I paused for a moment as I looked through. There were Guardsmen on duty still, just like last time, but now there were fewer of them. There were only four this time, not six, and I wondered briefly at the difference.


  Last time I’d been here, I'd brought with me an injured assassin and shaken the neighborhood with the volume of my discontent. I had cajoled Count Thornwood into accepting a duel, and I was certain that I could do so again, stripping him of the remains of his wealth one win at a time.


  But that was not my intention. I didn’t want to commit to a duel when I had other obligations that might hamper my ability to follow through.


  And besides, I now had a more direct method of gaining the Count’s attention.


  I gathered my mana and used the same spell I'd used to get rid of the corpse of the assassin in Adrian’s apartment. But this time, I created the rift above me, with the other endpoint at the top of the stairs, just in front of the main door of the manor.


  Without a moment of hesitation, I guided the rift down and over myself so that I would have seemed to be rising up through the top of those stairs, facing the door, if anyone had been able to see me at all.


  In moments, the transfer was complete. I stood in place, the locked gate behind me an obstacle no longer.


  This method of traversing a rift wasn’t as elegant as stepping through from one side to the other, but lacking the power to create one of that size, it would suffice for the time being.


  I kept my movements small and my breath quiet to avoid attracting the guards’ attention. If need be, I could kill them, but that wasn’t my intention. My intention was to enter the manor quietly, not killing a soul unless I had to, and leaving the Count frightened for his very life.


  I created another rift, smaller and simpler this time, to let me effectively look through the door. Seeing no obstacles in my way, I created a rift above my head once more, anchoring the other end at a point I could see, and let the rift through the door fade.


  Then I was inside the manor I had bought with the skill of my blade and my Gift, free to wander the halls as I saw fit.


  The manor was tacky and garish, and I knew that refurbishing was needed if and when I moved in. I stalked the halls like a ghost, invisible and undetected, using my instincts to guide me to the master suite. It was upstairs and on the west side. Using the same rift technique again, I first peeked through walls and doors to ascertain my target location, and then I brought another rift down from my head to my feet and reappeared inside.


  The master suite was spacious but just as garish as the rest of the manor. It was lit by a single oil lamp burning low on the side table next to the bed. The bed itself was enormous, more extravagant and far larger than any one man could need when sleeping alone.


  Only, the Count wasn’t there all by himself. In my mind, I imagined him as austere and single, any chance of marriage having failed decades ago. And perhaps that was still true because the woman beside him was considerably younger than he was. Although “beside him” was, in truth, something of a stretch as well, given that she was as far from him as possible while still sharing the same bed.


  It wasn’t a peaceful scene I was watching. Count Thornwood lay on his back, completely oblivious to my presence, his mouth wide open as he snored very loudly indeed.


  It was a wonder that he could sleep through his own noise, and I wondered how the woman in his bed was able to do so. Perhaps she had the advantage of being deaf, or perhaps she had little choice.


  Either way, I wasn’t there to watch them like some restless spirit. I was there to take action.


  If I’d wanted to, I could have killed Count Thornwood without breaking a sweat. But while I was away, he was a source of income, and I fully intended to squeeze him for all he was worth. So, I readied a rift, positioning it like a halo at the top of his head, with the exit point above us, not in the ceiling space, but higher than that, somewhere above the roof.


  Then, moving swiftly, I threw off the man’s blankets, exposing his skinny frame in an embroidered nightshirt. The man spluttered awake, but I didn’t give him a chance to so much as wonder what was happening. Instead, I drew the rift down over him, as fast as a blink, and heard a distant, muffled cry from above.


  At this, the woman shifted in her sleep but otherwise remained oblivious to it all. I adjusted the position of the rift endpoint a little before bringing the opening down over myself as well.


  I did this slightly more slowly than I’d done with the Count, because I needed to make sure of my footing. The roof wasn’t flat, but it didn’t have the steepest pitch either. When I was through, I was just able to make out the terrified form of Count Thornwood as he scrabbled about in the dark, trying to understand what had happened.


  “Gah,” he managed as he floundered about.


  He was slipping, and if I didn’t act fast, he would likely fall over the edge, and that wasn’t what I wanted. So I did two things almost simultaneously. I reached down and grabbed the man’s bony wrist at the same time as I cut the flow of mana to my Heartfire crystal.


  The roof, like everything else, was covered in a buildup of snow. I could only imagine what it was like for the Count to suddenly find himself embraced by the shocking cold of it, and I gave a wolfish grin.


  “Calm yourself,” I said, my voice flat and emotionless. “I won’t let you fall.”


  There was as much threat as there was reassurance in my words, and Count Thornwood continued to scrabble about, grabbing my wrist with his free hand in a panic. He still hadn’t figured out what was going on and made a series of nonsensical splutters before finally getting his voice under control.


  “What? How?” he started to ask but stopped before finishing each question. Finally, he finished a sentence. “How did I get here?”


  I let out a laugh even as I held onto him to prevent him from slipping.


  “Is that really what you most want to know?” I said, adding a sneer to my words.


  It was enough to break through the cold, the shock, and everything else going through the Count’s mind. Perhaps he hadn’t recognized me in the dark, or even thought to wonder who I might be. But my voice penetrated.


  “You!” he said.


  I thought he might try something rash. His energy channels were decently developed. He was strong, even if his uncommon Gift was vestigial. But perhaps the man simply didn’t think that way. He just held on for dear life, perhaps still too unsettled.


  “Yes, me.”


  “How did you get here? What do you want?” He sounded both scared and apoplectic at the same time.


  “How I got here is largely immaterial,” I said. “What I want is what you agreed to pay me.”


  The Count seemed to freeze. All at once, he seemed to understand what was happening. He owed a debt, and I was there to collect. Yet I had no intention of letting him off easy.


  “Do you understand what I’m saying?” I demanded.


  He scrambled with his legs on the edge of the roof, trying to find purchase. I knew that if he’d been standing, it would have been easy. The roof pitch wasn’t that steep. But as it was, he was in real danger of slipping over the edge.


  He nodded.


  “Then tell me. Why am I here?”


  “You want the money I agreed to pay you to live in my own home!” He put enough emphasis on the last words that I heard the resentment clearly. This was the source of his recalcitrance. He was incensed that he had to pay rent to live in a place he still thought of as his.


  “That’s the thing,” I said, making my words clear in the night. “It isn’t your home anymore, is it? It’s mine.”


  Count Thornwood let out a noise that was somewhere between a whimper and a growl of frustration.


  “Please note that while this time I have come to remind you to pay, I’ll only do so the once. The next time you see me, I won’t be here to simply remind you of your obligations. I will be here to take my payment out of your flesh.”


  I studied him for some moments as he struggled against his worst instincts. He clearly wanted to rail against me, to spit and snarl in my face, but just as clearly, he understood his position to be precarious.


  In the end, he had no real choice.


  “I’ll pay what I owe,” he said.


  “I know you will. You will pay it to my banker—as we agreed.”


  I waited until he nodded his head, and then I let go of his wrist and shook myself free of him. Count Thornwood let out a high-pitched wail and began sliding down the roof. But he didn’t get very far. I opened another rift, and he vanished through it, still wailing, to land on his bed.


  I left the rift open for long enough that I could see the result, with Count Thornwood sitting up and starting to swear. The woman he was with finally roused, muttering sleepily to ask what was wrong.


  Then I closed the rift and made my way over the rooftop a few steps. I activated my invisibility Heartfire crystal again, opened a hole in the roof, and dropped through.


  I ended up exactly where I’d planned, in the hallway outside of Count Thornwood’s bedroom suite. Almost immediately, the door burst open, and Count Thornwood himself was there, shivering and enraged in his snow-sodden nightshirt. He couldn’t see me, of that much I was certain, and if he happened to have the same mana sight that I did, while he could potentially make out my spark, he currently lacked the focus to do so.


  So he looked right through me in the dim light of the hall and started to shout.


  “Guards! Guards! Where are you, blast it! I have been attacked!”


  Booted feet came running through the halls. I flattened myself against the wall and made my way past the Guardsmen even as the Count continued to shout. I heard him say my name as he gave orders to find me, but by then, I’d reached the stairs and was heading down to the first floor.


  Oil lamps were being lit throughout the household, and servants and Guardsmen were starting to emerge, including those in addition to the ones who had responded to the Count’s immediate call. I kept my hands close to my weapons as a precaution should anyone stumble upon me, but as yet, I needn’t have worried. While some of the Guardsmen did have formidable sparks and had clearly developed their Gifts, Thornwood’s penchant for dismissing those of his House with uncommon Gifts held true.


  Even if I was to be found, I would be in no real danger.


  With the chaos increasing behind me, I made it back to the front door and created a rift to take me all the way beyond the entry gate. From there, I made my way back to the hansom cab with its sleepy driver.


  I allowed myself the occasional chuckle as I walked, still unable to be seen. I only cut off the flow of mana to the Heartfire crystal at the last moment. The sleepy driver flinched a little as I appeared near him, and I gave him a nod.


  “Take me to the Eldraine residence at the city’s edge,” I said and climbed in.


  I fully expected Count Thornwood to honor the agreement he’d made from then on. And if not—well, I was starting to enjoy our little interactions. I was certain he would do so one way or another. Assuming that I could return soon, I was quite happy to keep playing these games as long as was required.


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


  The light of first dawn seeped through the layer of clouds that still blanketed the sky. I’d arrived at the Eldraine residence a little early, and instead of waiting inside for the carriage and horses to be readied, I had taken the opportunity to practice my steps and fighting positions outside next to the stables.


  There wasn’t anyone out and about as yet, so I practiced with my Gift as well. For good measure, I also combined this practice with all the abilities given to me by my Heartfire crystals, turning invisible at certain points, and casting the occasional fireball as well.


  I made a point not to leave any permanent damage, extinguishing each fireball I cast, even if I threw it through a rift to change its direction, by smothering it with a gravity rift or simply aiming it toward a pile of snow.


  I cut my training short when people began to show up to prepare for the trip. The chamberlain, Thaddeus, was there to oversee the process, and he greeted me cheerfully.


  “Lucian! It is good to see you again.”


  I asked him about my copy of the contract, and he handed a rolled parchment over without ceremony, which I tucked away in my storage rift so I could study it later.


  Next to arrive were the stable hands, who were there to get the horses ready and the driver for the carriage. It wasn’t long after that before other travelers began to turn up.


  Thaddeus was quick to introduce me.


  “Master Lucian, this is Matthas, who will be accompanying you to the Shattered Vale. He is a mercenary, like many of those we hire for such occasions. Matthas, this is Master Lucian.”


  Matthas was a big man with well-developed energy channels but no uncommon Gift. He gave the same impression that Garrick did, and indeed, the two men could have been if not brothers, then at least cousins. He had the same rough, weathered appearance, with dark hair and broad shoulders, and just like Garrick, the man took barely a moment to judge me unworthy.


  It was no more than a look in his eye and a slight curling of his lip, but he apparently knew better than to express his feelings out loud. He simply gave a short bow, not quite as deep as my station warranted, and muttered, “My Lord,” under his breath.


  That look in his eye and twist of his lip was insufficient to take him to task for, but I kept it in mind for the future should he make his thoughts about me more overt.


  “Matthas,” I said, repeating the man’s name. “You are a mercenary? Tell me, how long have you been in my uncle’s service?”


  The man barely glanced in my direction. “Three years,” he grunted, providing the minimum response.


  “And in that time, have you been involved in any conflicts?” I asked. I wanted to get a sense of his experience.


  At this, he gave a tight smile. “Don’t worry, young master,” he said. “Me and my men will keep you safe. Now, if you don’t mind, I have things to attend.”


  I decided I didn’t like his tone. “That’s not why I asked,” I said. “I’m not concerned about my own safety but about your capability. I want to know if you are a man to be relied on if things become uncertain.”


  I put just enough edge in my voice to let him know I was displeased, and he gave me a second look. But clearly, he’d dealt with difficult nobles often enough that he knew what to say.


  He didn’t bluster or take overt offense, and in truth, that was a mark in his favor.


  “Lord Eldraine doesn’t hire weaklings or cowards, and if my men or I had any such in our number when we were first hired, then the years since would have weeded them out,” he said calmly. However, there was still that disrespect in his eyes. He thought he was talking to a child, a pampered lordling who demanded respect without earning it.


  He continued, “If you would care for a demonstration of my prowess, or that of my men, then I’m sure the chamberlain here wouldn’t object to a short delay.”


  At this, I allowed myself a small grin. The man was calling my bluff and was doing what he could to back me off.


  What he didn’t realize is that I welcomed the opportunity to test him. It was a good chance to change his perception of me before we began, and in the long run, it would help things to go more smoothly.


  I placed a hand on the hilt of my sword. “You know, I think I would like that,” I said.


  Finally, the man showed something close to respect in his eyes, but he still clearly thought of me as a boy.


  “You want to test my skills yourself?” he asked, and I nodded.


  At this, Thaddeus stepped in between us, a worried look on his normally cheerful face. “Now, now, I’m sure this isn’t necessary—” he began.


  He might have said more, but I interrupted. “Oh, but it is. How long is this journey to the Shattered Vale expected to be?”


  He said it would take a couple of days, and I nodded before continuing. “Even if we weren’t to be fighting together at the end, that would be enough. Such journeys can be dangerous, and I want to know who I am traveling with.”


  While Lucian’s memories didn’t include much in the way of travel, even he knew that there were dangers outside the edge of the city beyond what was predictable.


  Without waiting for the chamberlain to respond, I gestured toward an empty space away from the horses and carriage.


  “Will this suffice?” I asked the soldier.


  “It will,” he said. Then he turned to the chamberlain. “Don’t worry, I promise I won’t hurt him,” he said.


  By then, some of the others had turned in our direction, three men and two women, all of whom possessed common Gifts and were dressed as mercenaries, with leather armor visible beneath their winter cloaks.


  The two of us moved to the space I’d indicated, with Thaddeus looking hesitant. He was no longer standing between us. The other mercenaries gathered around, and the stable hands all strained to look but didn’t stop their work. Matthas paused a few feet away from me with his hand on the hilt of his sword but didn’t yet draw it.


  “If I leave a bruise or a cut, will you seek to use it against me?” he asked.


  I knew what he was asking. I was a noble, of the House of Eldraine, and he was a hired man. The rules were unequal between us, and if I were a vindictive sort, his actions might not go unpunished even should he lose against me.


  “I give you my word as a noble that I will not,” I said.


  I knew that ordinarily, this would be a tough fight. His energy channels were as developed as Marcellus Thornwood’s had been. In terms of sheer strength and likely speed as well, I shouldn’t be able to match him—although I was much closer to doing so now, after the Winterling’s gift.


  The way he was standing, even before he drew his weapon, suggested he knew his craft.


  “Then let us begin,” the man said.


  Without waiting for me to acknowledge, he drew his sword and lunged, clearly expecting to catch me off guard. I could have stepped to one side, could have drawn my own blade and used it to parry, or could even have pivoted and tried a counterattack.


  Instead, I did something he didn’t expect. I conjured a rift directly beneath my feet and dropped through, so his lunge passed safely by. I’d thought of positioning the other end of the rift above the man’s head so that I could drop down on top of him. But again, if he was to be my companion, I didn’t want him actually hurt.


  So I placed the end of the rift behind him, just a couple of inches off the ground, so that I wouldn’t fall far and perhaps lose my footing. Then, at the same time as I began my fall, I brought that end of the rift up and over in a complex little maneuver that took excellent timing, drew my own weapon, and reached out.


  Matthas was a little unbalanced, and my disappearing act took him by surprise. I was able to touch the tip of my sword to the small of his back.


  There was a ripple of surprise that went through those around us. From their point of view, my move had been quick. Likely, I’d seemed to just vanish, only to reappear elsewhere. But Matthas was indeed a seasoned fighter. He sensed where I was and managed to get out of the way, flailing about at the same time.


  But he didn’t attack again right away.


  “Nice move,” he said grudgingly. “I wasn’t aware that the Eldraines had such a Gift in their blood.”


  “As far as I know, I’m the only one who does,” I said. I sensed the man about to move once again, and this time, instead of using my uncommon Gift, I used my Heartfire crystal, the one that gave me the power of invisibility.


  To everyone there, it must have seemed much like what I’d done the first time when I disappeared. Matthas himself responded instantly, spinning around very quickly, then more slowly as he sought my location. The other mercenaries murmured amongst themselves once again, and I took the opportunity to step forward and cross my blade with that of Matthas, just to let him know that I could.


  At once, he took a stronger guard and kept his blade in motion, forming what ought to be a formidable defense, but only if I stayed where I was.


  Which, of course, I did not. This time, I just stepped to one side and then back, out of reach of his best efforts. I opened a smaller rift as I’d done before, enabling me to place the edge of my blade against the man’s throat from more than fifteen feet away.


  Matthas’s instincts were sharp. He instantly froze and spat out a curse.


  “You’ve made your point,” he said. “Clearly, you are capable with both weapon and magic.”


  “Do you yield?” I said, and he seemed shocked that my voice came from quite a different location than where he assumed I must be. Yet he didn’t hesitate.


  “I yield,” he said.


  Only then did I withdraw my blade through the rift I’d created and release the mana flow to my Heartfire crystal. Of all the people there, only Matthas knew what danger he’d been in. I didn’t think anyone else had so much as seen. He’d felt my blade at his throat, but like everything else in contact with me, it had been invisible.


  But I didn’t much care that nobody knew how I’d done it. All that mattered to me was that they’d witnessed Matthas yield.


  Casually, I sheathed my sword and said, “Perhaps it should be me offering to protect you instead of the other way around.”


  Matthas was staring at me with newfound respect, his blade still in his hand. Then, abruptly, he straightened, sheathed his weapon, and offered me a bow of genuine respect.


  “Forgive me, my Lord, for doubting your skills. It won’t happen again.”


  “Good. Now that that’s out of the way, do you think we could get back to our preparations?”


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


  Things progressed more smoothly after that. I learned the names of some of the other mercenaries, including Finn Holt, Eli Drake, and Tam Kerrigan. Each was experienced, a veteran of several years in the employ of Lucian’s uncle and others as well, and each was uncommonly Gifted, although by the development of their channels and spark to a greater or lesser degree.


  My display against Matthas had the desired result, with each of the mercenaries now seeing me as capable, a definite asset instead of the burden I might have seemed to begin with. And upon introduction, they greeted me with the appropriate bows and appellations.


  At one point during the hubbub, Thaddeus enquired after my luggage, and I told him I already had everything I needed. He seemed uncertain but chose not to pursue it, which suited me fine. I didn’t exactly want to show off all of my tricks in one go.


  As for the others, it took perhaps twenty minutes for everyone to get ready, but when I thought we should have started out, instead, it was as if we came to a halt.


  I turned to Thaddeus. “Are we waiting for something?” I asked, and he nodded.


  “There needs to be two who have an uncommon Gift, as well as these others.”


  “So we are waiting for one of my cousins?” I asked, and the chamberlain nodded.


  The mercenaries were content to wait. Clearly, it wasn’t the first time they had to do so. But I was less patient. “Who is it?” I asked. “Can we not send someone to fetch them?”


  Thaddeus responded with a smile and started to say that he’d already done so when the subject of our discussion approached.


  She was tall, like all the Eldraines seemed to be, and solidly built. Lucian’s memory identified her as Celine, a second or third cousin or some such. A woman close to her forties who glared about with a look that suggested displeasure.


  She had with her an entourage of servants, each carrying different items of luggage, as well as a large, impressive-looking hound that stood higher than waist-tall at the shoulder and must have weighed more than two hundred pounds.


  The hound was covered in a mat of thick fur that varied from silver to gray. It had a heavy jaw, a ridge of longer, darker fur down its spine, and a wide, muscular body. Everything about it suggested power and ferocity—except for its tail, which was decidedly fluffy.


  Since awakening in Lucian’s body, I’d had access to the young noble’s memories, but some of that access was uncertain, and in truth, there were many things that I simply didn’t know that I knew until I had cause to think on it. When I did, I was sometimes flooded with new information all at once.


  This was the case with the Gifthound, for that was clearly what the magnificent beast had to be. Loyal companions to those who were chosen, a Gifthound formed an unbreakable bond and acted as a sort of lens for the owner’s Gift.


  I could see that bond clearly with my mana sight. While not impossible for creatures other than humans to have a spark, such a thing was rare, and in truth, the one I saw within the Gifthound was indistinct.


  But its channels were as well-developed as those of Celine Eldraine herself, and there did indeed seem to be a resonance between them. I didn’t know for certain, but it seemed to me that the Gifthound could share Celine’s uncommon Gift, which in her was well developed.


  Assuming that Celine had the normal Eldraine Gift of Stoneskin, she would be a veritable rock in a combat situation.


  All this I processed in barely an instant. Just long enough for Thaddeus to turn to the newcomer.


  “Ah, Lady Celine, you have arrived. Good, good, let’s get to your luggage, and then we can depart.”


  For my part, I stepped toward my cousin, and because of her seniority within the Eldraine Household, I gave her a brief bow.


  “Cousin,” I said. “It seems we are to be companions in this venture.”


  The lady looked down her nose at me and gave a delicate sniff. “Lucian,” she said. Then she looked at me more closely. “You are taller than you were when last I saw you. More filled out as well. Although I wasn’t aware that you had an uncommon Gift?” she said.


  I gave her a small smile. “It has only recently manifested,” I said. “And it is not the usual Eldraine Stoneskin Gift.”


  She gave a nod, although in truth, she seemed only marginally interested. “And how old are you now?” she continued. “Seventeen? Vernon must have been quite desperate if he has selected us both for this contract.”


  The way she spoke hinted at a deeper story, but standing in the cold while Celine’s servants loaded the carriage didn’t seem the time to ask. Instead, I turned my attention to the Gifthound at her side.


  “And who is this?” I asked her. “I don’t think we have met.”


  As the beast felt my attention, its big head turned toward me, and it let out a low growl of warning.


  Almost instinctively, Celine reached out and laid a hand on the beast’s back but didn’t otherwise seek to restrain it.


  She managed a smile for the first time since I’d met her. “This is Hunter,” she said. “I’ve only had him for a few months, and he’s not fully grown. However, he is quite protective.”


  I wanted to introduce myself to the beast, but the growl hadn’t abated, and I could see the teeth of a predator from the sides of his mouth.


  “That’ll do, Hunter,” Celine said, although I caught the quiet approval in her voice as she spoke. “Be nice.”


  Hunter proved obedient enough. He quietened down, and I asked if I could approach. At this, Lady Celine quirked a smile. “Do as you will. Although I won’t guarantee your safety either way. Gifthounds do have minds of their own, after all.”


  The resonance between Hunter’s actions and Celine’s suggestions indicated that while true, the beast would very much take its cues from her. And she seemed to be almost daring me to try, just to see what might happen.


  I wondered about this Celine, although in truth, Lucian hadn’t known her very well. She was too distant a relative and hadn’t been present at the residence for much of Lucian’s life.


  To me, she seemed prickly, as if she could be capricious. And she’d already hinted that, like me, she wouldn’t have been Lucian’s uncle’s first choice to send in response to a contract.


  Perhaps she’d turned up late as some form of rebellion. Or perhaps her tardiness was one of the reasons she wasn’t the first choice.


  Either way, I wanted to get to know Hunter better. So I gave the lady my broadest smile and said, “I’ll take my chances.” Then, showing no hesitation, I knelt until I was eye level with the beast. “Hey, Hunter,” I said, keeping my voice calm and soothing, “How are you, boy?”


  The hound wasn’t quite sure exactly how to respond. He let out another half-hearted growl, looked briefly at Lady Celine, then back at me. I wasn’t yet ready to reach out to the beast as I thought there was a significant chance he might rip my arm off at the shoulder.


  So, I stayed where I was and said in a conversational manner to Lady Celine, “Do you happen to carry some form of treat with you for Hunter?”


  Lady Celine seemed to consider a moment. “I do,” she said.


  “Might I have one to offer to Hunter?” I asked.


  Lady Celine gestured toward one of the servants, who approached me with something done up in a small bundle.


  I took it and unwrapped it, and Celine explained, “Blood sausage. Break off a piece, and Hunter will be your friend forever should you offer it to him.”


  Clearly, she’d decided on a less antagonistic course. I did as she suggested, breaking off a piece of the blood sausage and handing the rest back to the servant. Then, still showing confidence but not aggression, I held out my offering.


  The hound sniffed once and looked again to his master, who gave a subtle nod of permission. Then, with surprising delicacy, Hunter accepted my offering, snapping up the blood sausage without so much as touching my fingers.


  Then, it was as if he was transformed. The growl was nowhere to be heard, and instead, the hound was just that—an oversized dog, eager to sniff my hand and welcome me into his pack.


  I spent a moment or two ruffling the beast’s fur, never once standing between him and his master, and soon enough, we were firm friends.


  By then, Celine’s servants had finished packing her belongings and informed the lady that they were done.


  Lady Celine offered an audible sigh. “Time to get to it, then,” she said.


  As the two actual nobles within the party, the carriage was mine and Celine’s to share. The others all mounted their horses. I gestured for Celine to lead the way as both a lady and the senior noble present. She accepted the coachman’s help up the steps even though she was built more strongly than him, and to my surprise, she called Hunter up behind her. By the time I climbed on board, the oversized hound had settled himself across one of the bench seats, leaving me with no option other than to settle down next to Celine.


  “You don’t mind, do you?” Celine asked, gesturing toward the hound. “Gifthounds can travel long distances if they need to, but they are built more for brief bouts of action instead.”


  “Not at all,” I responded.


  I was speaking the truth even if the creature’s odor might become a bit cloying after a time. I just settled myself in as the coachman checked one last time that we were ready before closing the door behind us. The carriage shifted as the man climbed into his seat on top, and for a brief moment, I hoped it would be a less wintry day than yesterday, or the poor fellow was liable to freeze.


  Then we were off, the carriage starting relatively smoothly, but perhaps not quite as smooth as those back on my homeworld. Nor, in truth, were the furnishings and inside decorations as elegant as I’d become used to, although that may have been more of an indication of the Eldraine family’s wealth—or lack thereof.


  I nodded at Thaddeus through the window as he watched us leave, and then I turned my attention to the lady at my side.


  “You have completed contracts like this before?” I asked, and she responded with a snort.


  “More than I’d like.”


  This time, in the privacy of the carriage, I felt able to follow up. “How so?” I asked.


  She studied me closely. “You have changed since I saw you last,” she said. “Back then, you seemed bookish and, if you will forgive me, fairly naïve. Now, you are more confident. More grown-up, even.”


  “It happens to us all,” I responded.


  Clearly, it wasn’t what she expected me to say. But she nodded, nevertheless. “I suppose so.” Then she looked away, and at first, I thought she would ignore my question.


  “This might be a long trip if it is to be completed without conversation,” I suggested, and to my surprise, she let out a small laugh.


  “I guess you’re right. But you are new to this world of our dear Vernon’s creation. I should not influence your impressions of it unduly.”


  I knew what she was saying, and there was some legitimacy to that. “I did ask,” I said. “And as you said, I am new to this. I would like to get the benefit of your experience, if I can.”


  Lady Celine contemplated my words for a moment. Then she nodded. “Fair enough,” she said. “Yes, I have completed these contracts before. My Gift has always been strong, and that has made me useful. But in truth, I’d almost prefer not to have this Stoneskin Gift at all.”


  “And why is that?” I asked.


  Instead of responding directly, she asked a question in turn. “How much do you know of our family business?” she asked. “And of this contract in particular?”


  Lucian had a basic understanding of the Eldraine family business, but in truth, there were gaps in my knowledge, and I wanted to hear what Celine thought of the contract before I read it.


  “Why don’t you assume I know little and start from there?”


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


  Celine made a small noise under her breath and muttered just loud enough for me to hear, “Maybe you are still naïve, after all.”


  “Or maybe I just want to hear your perspective, to see how it might differ from mine,” I said.


  She raised an eyebrow at this but said nothing in response. Instead, she just considered her words.


  “The Eldraine blood Gift is that of Stoneskin. Even at a low level, it makes us durable, and at a high level, we resemble the golems of legend—mounds of stone come to life. This you know, just as you know that we are, as a result, largely invulnerable to most forms of attack and have the strength of the elements themselves on our side.


  “It is a worthy Gift, even if it lacks the visual appeal of those who, for example, may cast lightning, or the subtlety of those who deal in illusions or mind control. It is an honorable Gift, and it has served us for centuries, allowing our House to rise. But there are always Houses that are stronger, more favored by the King, and of late, our fortunes have not been the greatest.”


  I nodded, gesturing for her to continue. So far, all she’d said was no more than background and not a direct response to the question at hand.


  “Because of our strength and durability, the other Houses see us as muscle, and in truth, we do as well. This is why, for decades, we’ve hired ourselves out to other Houses as mercenaries, much as many commonly Gifted families do, including several of those in our party. But there’s a problem with that.”


  She turned to me. “Tell me, young Lucian. Did all those books you read growing up make a difference? Or was it a waste of time?” Before I could clarify what she meant, she continued, “Do you understand the flaw in the Eldraine family business model?” she asked.


  I nodded. “Our income is limited by the number and quality of those Gifted we can offer,” I said.


  “Very good,” Lady Celine said, with a note of approval in her tone. “And while our Gift does breed true, and our bloodline remains potent enough, what is an inevitable side effect of hiring ourselves out to those in conflict?” she asked.


  I nodded, understanding where she was going. “We will take losses,” I said.


  “Exactly. Fewer than most, perhaps, due to our strength, but losses, nevertheless. Which leads to…?”


  I felt myself grinning. At first, Celine had seemed prickly, but there was more to her than first appeared. She was angry, but she might have good reason for being so. “It leads to our ability to fulfill contracts diminishing over time.”


  This time, the lady actually smiled. “Correct again. There may be hope for you yet, young Lucian.”


  I was starting to get a good insight into the reason behind my cousin’s rebelliousness. “You believe the reason for our family’s decline is at its heart the way we do business?” I asked her.


  “Do you not?” she asked.


  In truth, I did, but I felt she had more to say. “And what of the current contract?” I asked.


  She nodded. “It is one we cannot afford to fail, at the same time as it is costing us coin.”


  I looked at her. “Is it costing us coin?”


  The lady nodded. “It is our oldest contract, and one of the few that are reliable. Yet it was put in place in different times, when the Eldraines were stronger, and we did not have to seek soldiers from outside.” She paused for a moment, then asked me directly. “Tell me, how much are you being paid?”


  Given that she was family, and doubtless could find out anyway should she truly want to know, I saw no reason not to tell her. “One silver crown per day,” I said.


  She nodded. “Sounds about right,” she said. “And for one of your age and lack of experience, you are probably grateful to get it. But would it surprise you to know that I too am being paid such a nominal amount despite having a number of years of experience behind me?”


  “It would indeed,” I said. I was starting to wonder just how desperate my family’s financial situation might be.


  “How about if I told you that the mercenaries are, on average, being paid double that?”


  I let out a low whistle. There weren’t too many reasons why a noble member of Vernon Eldraine’s Household would be paid less than an outsider. One reason stood out to me right away.


  “Assuming that this is the going rate for mercenaries, and that if Uncle Vernon offered less he would get no takers, am I to assume that the terms of the original contract are such that the only profit he makes is through us?” I asked.


  Lady Celine nodded. “You are a quick study,” she said. “That is indeed correct.”


  I had to ask the obvious question. “Why do we not renegotiate?”


  At this, Lady Celine surprised me. “The contract has a royal seal upon it. We are, by royal decree, obliged to fulfill it, regardless of the cost.”


  I was familiar with such obligations and in no way would have suggested going against the order of a King. That was, in no small part, what it meant to be noble. And yet…


  “Is there no way out?”


  “Not from our side,” Celine replied. “But the Voss family can release us from our obligations whenever they choose.”


  I took a deep breath and let it out. “The Voss family is not our friend,” I said succinctly.


  At this, Celine smiled again, albeit a little sadly. “No, they are not,” she said.


  We sat in silence for a while. The road we were traveling came with its share of ruts and potholes, but the carriage’s suspension, combined with the softness of the cushions, made for a relatively comfortable ride.


  I could hear a quiet cacophony of noises: the creaking of the carriage itself, the rhythmic clopping and occasional snorts and whinnies from the horses, and muted mutterings and conversations from those riding with us.


  From farther afield, I could hear crows calling to one another as they completed their morning routines, and even though much of the land was covered in snow, there were farm workers out and about, delivering grains and hay to keep their livestock well-fed.


  It was the first time I’d been outside of the city since I’d entered this world, but nothing so far came as a surprise. This was just farmland, rustic and rural, with wooden fences keeping sheep and cattle from wandering. The fields were broken up by the occasional copse of trees.


  Inside the carriage, Hunter had settled himself down and was snoring. Clearly, the hound had experience with such journeys before.


  I contemplated Celine’s words, and they mostly rang true—except for her assumption that I might be satisfied with a single silver crown per day. Already, assuming Count Thornwood actually paid up, I was earning several hundred times that as a landlord and had far greater ambitions as well.


  Perhaps I should have been resentful that my time was being taken from my fledgling businesses, but there was another difference between Celine’s perspective and mine. Where she clearly saw nothing but issues, and those issues frustrated her, I sensed opportunities.


  Maybe not for myself specifically, but for House Eldraine as a whole, and in truth, I much preferred the idea of having a strong House at my back to a weak one.


  After a time, I turned back to my travel companion. “What do you know of House Voss?” I asked her.


  She gave a snort of derision, but that was just the start of her answer. “House Voss,” she said. “Our lives would be better if every last one of them developed an acute case of death,” she said.


  I allowed myself a quiet smile at the woman’s words, but I already knew that wholesale slaughter might not be the most circumspect solution. Feuds between Houses were not exactly uncommon, nor was war, but House Voss was technically an ally to us, and it was considered dishonorable to mount such an attack with no valid justification.


  Adhering to the letter of a contract under royal seal, while certainly unfriendly, could never be considered justification.


  And besides, it might not be wise to face House Voss alone. Count Thornwood might have burned most of his allies to the point where he had none remaining, but that didn’t mean House Voss was the same.


  And finally, House Eldraine was in the business of providing a service to such Houses. How would it look if we were to turn on them?


  “They have an uncommon Gift related to minerals,” Celine continued. “It has made them wealthy, and that, in turn, buys them considerable power. They are one of the more successful mining families in all of the land, with operations all over.”


  “And that’s where we are heading? To one of the mines?” I asked.


  Celine nodded. “The Voss family has a significant operation in the Shattered Vale. The mine itself is extensive, with tunnels extending deep into the mountains. But it isn’t just the mine itself we are contracted to guard. It’s the settlement as well, a village or small town, really, that keeps the mine running. It’s where the workers all live, and attracts everything you might expect to find in such a community.”


  It seemed to me that Lady Celine knew much about it all. “You’ve been there before,” I guessed, and she nodded.


  “It’s an ongoing contract for us, and the mine has been in operation for years. Vernon often sends younger family members with an uncommon Gift there to get some experience.”


  “We are to act as Guardsmen,” I said. “Against what, exactly?”


  Again, the lady made a derisive noise. “About what you might expect for a mining town. Bandits and creatures that hunt in the mountains. And in the town itself, the mining settlement, they call it Ironhold—although that is a misnomer—there is not much to do, so folks there tend to make their own entertainment.”


  She paused for a moment before adding, “That said, the Voss Household does have its own rivals. There are usually at least a couple of schemes afoot to make the operation less profitable in some way or other.”


  I thought about what she’d said. “You said the name of the settlement was a misnomer?”


  At this, Lady Celine gave a quiet snort. “Ironhold. I think they intended to give people the impression that this was just another mine and not that important. But the word got out pretty quickly, that it is not. The name stuck, nevertheless.”


  “And what is it then that the Voss family mine there?” I asked.


  “Gold,” the lady responded. “And a few other ores as well, some of which are equally, if not more important still.”


  We continued to talk, and I learned that the mine and the mining settlement were overseen by one Lord Alaric Voss, one of Baron Voss’s innumerable younger sons. Celine didn’t know this Alaric personally as a different younger son had been in charge when she had last been there.


  “But they are all much the same,” she said. “Arrogant, demanding, and cruel. Much like it is for us, the mine is a sort of proving ground for the Baron’s sons. If they do well, they move on to higher-status assignments, and if they do poorly… well, that’s a matter for the Voss family to decide. But as a result, each successive younger son tries to outdo whoever came before.”


  I understood the dynamic well, as it wasn’t uncommon to see on my world either. But I still had a question.


  “So, it isn’t likely that this Alaric would be open to renegotiating the contract, and even if he personally was, it wouldn’t matter, because as just a younger son, he would have no authority to change it,” I said.


  At this, Lady Celine offered a sardonic smile. “Correct. The only person who can release us from our contract is the Baron himself.”


  Not having direct access to the decision maker wasn’t great, but I had no intention of giving up before I even tried. After all, this wasn’t the most complex problem I’d faced, not by a long shot.


  “How long do these deployments tend to last?” I asked. This time, when she looked at me, there was a hint of mirth in her eyes.


  “Do you have somewhere else to be?”


  I gave a nonchalant shrug. “My uncle sent me away to see if I could make my way in the world. I have a couple of business interests in place that I’d rather not ignore for too long. So, yes, I do have somewhere else I would rather be.”


  She offered another of her expressive snorts. “You might be best advised to forget these other interests,” she said. “Last time I was sent to the mines, it was six months before I was released. This time, who knows? But as I said before, if Vernon had any other options, I doubt he would have sent us. So we might be here a while.”


  The lady seemed both resigned and despondent as she spoke of the possibilities out loud. As for me, I was left with my own thoughts for a time. I figured that if Lucian had shown evidence of an uncommon Gift at an earlier age, he might have been sent instead to complete one of these assignments rather than simply left to his own devices. In his uncle’s eyes, that uncommon Gift made him—me—useful.


  At the same time, I couldn’t help but wonder at the number of us going. Half a dozen fighting men and women with a common Gift, as well as two nobles with uncommon Gifts—it seemed a significant force, and I wondered out loud if something had happened to warrant such numbers.


  But this was something Lady Celine didn’t know. She ventured that it did seem a lot, but she didn’t have any true insight into whether something had happened.


  It might have been simply that Vernon was sending as many men and women as the contract required, replacing those who’d moved on in one way or another, or perhaps sending people now ahead of the worst of the winter.


  It might also have been that Lord Alaric Voss had a greater need for security now for some reason. Perhaps the mine was attracting more attention from bandits or wildlife than before.


  Either way, whatever the reason, it was just one factor among many that I wanted to understand. The way I figured it, the more I knew, the easier it would be to figure out how best to turn this to my advantage.


  As we continued to travel, farmland became interspersed with desolate, harsher lands, and the road became noticeably less smooth. We were clearly heading away from civilization, and part of me felt a sense of not relief exactly but peace. I knew there were dangers out in the wilds just as much as there were in town, but those dangers tended to be simpler, more direct. Therefore, easier to deal with.


  The snow had also stayed away, making the journey easier, although the sky still retained its gray, slightly foreboding demeanor.


  Around noon, I saw that we were now following a small river and heading higher into the hills. It felt as if we were settling in, those on horseback speaking less and just being content to ride, though I did catch a brief conversation between them comparing the pistols they carried.


  Lady Celine decided to take a leaf out of Hunter’s book and let herself doze. As for me, I took the opportunity to bring out the contract to study, and then used the rest of the time to meditate and cultivate as much mana as I could as we traveled.


  I’d brought along a vial or two of mana potion as well to aid my ongoing growth, but in truth, the Winterling’s Gift had advanced me to the point where that technique no longer paid the same dividends. Even so, every bit helped, and I planned to continue using that technique even if the advantages gained were comparatively slight.


  At the same time, I noticed that the Winterling’s Gift had a lasting impact beyond the simple strengthening of my spark and channels. It had somehow improved the effectiveness of my cultivation.


  I could literally feel my spark growing stronger as I meditated, and knew that I now had the opportunity to recover my former strength much faster than previously possible.


  It was an exhilarating feeling, but I kept it to myself, and we spent much of the day in this way, with me meditating and Lady Celine and Hunter both snoozing.


  Our respective activities were interrupted by a rest stop early in the afternoon. There were no bells out here to help gauge the passing of time, and the clouds covered the position of the sun, but it was still possible to make out where those clouds were lighter, and that was all that was needed.


  Hunter enjoyed the opportunity to stretch his legs, and the oversized hound charged this way and that for a bit, letting out the occasional low woof and sniffing anything and everything that caught his interest.


  The rest of us shared a snack of hard cheese and travel biscuits that the chamberlain had seen packed for our journey, and the place where we stopped offered the horses the chance to munch on some hardy grasses that had been sheltered from the snow.


  But we weren’t there to dally. After just a few minutes, the coachman made noises that we had to keep moving if we were to reach the inn we were targeting before dark. There was little in the way of complaints. The mercenaries understood the nature of what they were expected to do, and even Lady Celine offered little more than a sigh.


  At some point during the afternoon, when Celine was awake and I wasn’t meditating, I asked her what she would do differently from Vernon. In response, she gave one of her snorts.


  “I would focus on the more high-valued contracts,” she said, although when pressed, it seemed she wasn’t entirely clear what those high-value contracts might be. And when I asked her about what she might do to get out of the owner’s deal the Eldraines had with the Vosses, again, she came up empty. “I don’t know. But there must be some way to get out of it.”


  The way she spoke suggested more despondency than hope, and I left it at that. Just as the sun began to set, we came to an inn all by itself at a crossroads. This was where we were to stop for the night, and I, for one, was pleased to do so.


  
    Chapter Fourteen

  


  The inn proved surprisingly busy, with several groups of travelers clearly targeting it as a rest point for their journeys. Unfortunately, it seemed that its popularity was due to its location rather than any quality in what it offered. The food was bland, and the accommodations less than ideal. I paid for the finest room in the place, and the most generous description I had for it was a mixture of cozy and rustic.


  Still, it provided warmth on a cold night for us all, stables and feed for the horses, and the opportunity to talk to those journeying in the opposite direction about the state of the road.


  Regarding the latter, some of those we spoke to were wary. They talked of noises made by unknown creatures that were a cause for concern. Yet nobody had actually seen these creatures, whatever they were, so there wasn’t much we could do to prepare.


  Lady Celine wasn’t the only member of our party to have traveled this way in the past. Matthas and some of his men had as well, and I asked what they knew of the dangers in the area.


  The mercenary was sitting at the bar with a tankard of ale. “There are beasts in these hills to be wary of. Packs of wolves and the like, but they mostly steer clear of armed men in groups.” The man took a deep swallow of his drink before he continued.


  “It’s bandits that are the real danger in these parts. Last I heard, there were several troops of them hereabouts, targeting travelers to and from the mines.


  “But they wouldn’t make the sounds these men have described,” I said.


  At this, Matthas was in agreement. “No, they would not.”


  Later that night, in the small hours when most, including me, had been asleep, we got to hear the sounds for ourselves. It wasn’t the shriek or roar of a beast, nor the battle cry of a bandit. This was something else altogether, and the sound of it was enough to jerk me awake and sit upright in the dark room.


  It came again, an unearthly, vile sound that carried pain and rage within it. A shriek that was both challenge and warning.


  It wasn’t human, but I recognized it just the same.


  When Adrian and I had joined the hunt for the Winterling, I sensed an evil that drew me into an alley. There, I faced a creature the likes of which I hadn’t expected to see in this world.


  A demon.


  Like every one of those monsters I’d ever come across, it carried with it a stench of evil that was hard to forget.


  I felt a hint of that same evil now as I sat there in the dark. Or perhaps not quite the same. I couldn’t be sure exactly. But it was close enough that I conjured a rift in front of my eyes, one designed to enhance the ambient light. Then I threw on my cloak and boots and grabbed my sword before bursting out the door, charging downstairs, and stepping out into the night.


  The air was cold and icy, to the point where I was momentarily grateful even for the substandard accommodations of the inn. No doubt, there would be a hard frost come morning. But other than that, I could see no sign of anything amiss.


  I tried to sense it, tried to let the feel of the evil in the air draw me to my target, but it was too indistinct. I could feel that evil all around me, but it drew me in no particular direction.


  A few moments more and Matthas was there with me, his sword drawn and ready.


  “See anything, my lord?” he grated, but I shook my head.


  “Not yet,” I said, and that was enough. The two of us kept our weapons drawn, but there was little we could do.


  Over the next several minutes, others came to join us, both Matthas’s men and other travelers not of our group. The thing in the night gave voice to its foul call twice more, then once again from farther away.


  Each time, the group of us turned toward where it came from, but nothing demonic appeared in the dark. When perhaps twenty minutes had passed, and the feeling of evil had faded, it seemed there wasn’t much else to do. Each of us who had responded slowly relaxed, and we all headed back inside.


  ***


  Lady Celine was late again the next morning when the rest of us were getting ready to leave.


  She’d also been conspicuously absent when so many travelers had turned out to face whatever had been shrieking in the night. To my way of thinking, this went against the precepts of being noble. Not only was it our duty to stand up against threats to those around us, but she and I were the only two in the inn who had an uncommon Gift.


  Yes, Matthas and many of the others had common Gifts and would be useful against many threats, but they couldn’t compare to those with uncommon Gifts, if those Gifts were in any way suited for combat.


  If my own Gift hadn’t been so inherently deadly, Lady Corinne would have been easily the most dangerous person there, if my assessment of her Gift was in any way close to accurate.


  All of which meant that her failure to appear was unconscionable—except that when I broached the topic of the disturbance, Celine knew nothing about it. She’d apparently taken a sleeping tonic to ease her rest after the day’s travel and hadn’t known a thing until dawn.


  Even after I told her what happened, she was dismissive. “Probably just some feral beast or other. The wolves in these parts can be loud,” she said. She seemed unconcerned, as did Hunter, who had taken his usual place, curled up on the carriage seat, his bulk leaving no space for anything else.


  “It wasn’t a wolf,” I said. “And I, for one, intend to stay alert and ready to act if need be.”


  It was all I could truly say, given that Celine was my senior, and to criticize her, even with her own best interests at heart, would have been a breach of courtesy.


  “Do as you will,” she said with a snort, and that ended the conversation.


  The terrain grew steadily rockier and less hospitable, the trees, what few there were, becoming spindly and weak. We were still following a river, although by then, that river was at the bottom of a gorge, and on the other side of the road, I could see a steep, stony hillside.


  I had hoped that the weather might hold for the rest of the trip, but with perhaps an hour to go before noon, the clouds let out a cold, sleety drizzle that couldn’t have been fun for either the coachman or the riders on horseback around us. Although by then, I could have wrapped a flexible rift around my head to take the rain away, I was still very pleased to enjoy the fact that Lady Celine and I—and Hunter as well—were inside the carriage and comfortably dry.


  I wondered idly how much longer the journey to the Shattered Vale might be, and Celine replied that all going well, we should reach the mining settlement by day’s end.


  I was just thinking that if the sky cleared for a few minutes, it might be time for a break when I sensed it again.


  That essence of evil, the like of which I’d sensed altogether too many times.


  Almost at once, I heard it as well: the guttural, otherworldly call of something distinctly unpleasant out in the hills.


  Three things happened almost at once. Hunter raised his head and let out a guttural growl, even though the threat wasn’t within the confines of the carriage.


  Lady Celine, who’d been lightly dozing, sat up and said, “What was that?”


  And the carriage, whether by conscious direction from the coachman or something more instinctual, lurched to a halt.


  I took a moment to respond to my cousin, “That is what the rest of us heard during the night.” I already had one hand on the door handle and pushed it wide. “Prepare yourself,” I said, “we may have need of your Gift.”


  Then I was out in the cold, the icy rain already stinging my cheeks where it struck, my thoughts a long way from using my power to simply keep dry.


  The road at that point wasn’t too narrow, but it was stony, and I knew I had to be wary of my footing.


  “Around me. Protect the carriage!” I called out to the riders, most of whom had instinctively pulled up as well, but none had yet thought to organize.


  Matthas was quick to reiterate my words. “As the young lord says!” he called even as he guided his horse closer. “Be wary!”


  
    Chapter Fifteen

  


  A couple of Matthas’s men muttered to themselves, but not, I noted, out of fear or cowardice. These men and women were fighters, and the muttering was more about getting themselves ready to face whatever was to come.


  I was the only one on foot, and even though so far, it was just a hideous noise, I drew my sword in one hand and my dagger in the other. I could sense something foul, stronger than it had been in the night, and it seemed to come from multiple directions at once.


  And perhaps some of the others could sense it as well. I heard one of the men curse under his breath and wonder aloud if we were going to be attacked this time, or if it would be like during the night, all noise and no follow-through.


  Matthas chose to respond. “If they come, we will be ready,” he grated.


  I noted that he, too, seemed to sense more than one.


  There were a tense few moments as the otherworldly cries continued. So far, Celine and Hunter were yet to emerge from the carriage, and I couldn’t help but feel disappointed. She was noble, just as I was, and powerful in her own right. For her to hide in the carriage… well, it didn’t exactly speak well of her honor, and if she’d been of another House and not my direct senior, I would have called her out on it.


  Even the coachman was standing his ground, or at least, he remained in his seat. From somewhere, he’d conjured a long gun, the first I had seen in this world, and he held it loosely, ready to bring to bear at need.


  Of all of us, this man was the weakest. He had no Gift at all, common or not, and he could have been forgiven for hiding under the carriage or otherwise avoiding the coming confrontation however he could.


  The icy rain all but forgotten, I stared into the distance, my line of sight limited by the sort of light mist that clung to hills like these.


  And then, we were no longer alone. There were shadows emerging from that mist, misshapen things with elongated limbs, horns, and tails.


  Matthas’s men were professionals, yet I caught one or two curses, and someone spat out a word: “Demons!”


  I’d already assumed as much from the sense of evil, although in truth, it felt somewhat different, and where I expected a sulfurous odor, I could detect none.


  “Pistols!” Matthas ordered, and the men drew their weapons.


  It seemed to be a signal. As one, the monstrosities in the mist charged toward us.


  The demons came at us from all sides save one, and that was because of the sheer gorge on that side. Yet most came from one direction, from ahead of us along the road we were traveling, with only a few coming from behind or beside.


  There were a dozen or so approaching, and their intent was clear.


  “Fire!” Matthas called out, and almost simultaneously, he, his men, and the coachman unleashed with their weapons, filling the air with a sequence of small explosions and one larger boom.


  It was enough to fell three or four of the beasts, but with no time to reload, the mercenaries tucked their pistols away and drew their swords.


  By then, the demons were no more than twenty or thirty feet from us, and I could see them more clearly, as could the others.


  “What the hell?” I heard Matthas mutter, and I couldn’t help but agree with that sentiment. These weren’t true demons at all. Some of them wore the leather armor of men and still carried swords and knives. Though they sported horns, fanged teeth, and other vile characteristics, they still retained aspects of humanity as well.


  “Demonspawn!” I called out, identifying the creatures. These had once been men but no longer. Tainted with demon blood, they’d taken on some of those foul characteristics but not all.


  My mana sight showed me that each one had a common Gift, although the channels within them, and the mana they held, seemed polluted, defiled in some awful way.


  And that wasn’t all. I noted that a couple of them, those few with the more powerful sparks, showed signs of secondary sparks as well.


  I’d seen such before. In fact, if I were to turn my mana sight toward myself, I would see much the same thing. Astonishingly, those few demonspawn wore Heartfire crystals as well.


  “Beware! Some have powers!” I called out even as I conjured an elongated rift and flung it at the nearest target. My aim was true, and the demonspawn I aimed at was suddenly bereft of its head. The rest of the corpse took a staggering step closer before collapsing, and I turned my attention elsewhere.


  I was able to use my rift magic once more in the same way, cutting down another such creature, and then the battle was joined, with the nearest demonspawn launching itself toward Matthas on his horse.


  The battle was short and furious. I used my rift magic and steps in combination, coating my blade in a rift at the same time as I hurled others at likely targets. I also used my fireball skill, although these demonspawn were quick and tough enough that I soon changed tactics, opening rifts inside the monsters and introducing those fireballs directly to their innards.


  I downed two in quick succession by boiling their brains, even as Matthas and the others fought valiantly, the mercenaries using their horses as weapons, dealing blows to their opponents even as they wielded their swords swiftly and well.


  I was confident enough in their skills that I didn’t feel the need to protect them, instead using my speed and skills to balance the numbers as swiftly as I could. Again and again, I hurled rifts this way and that, even as I took the opportunity to bring other rifts down over my head to effectively blink in and around the field of battle, taking myself to positions where I was most needed, to gut an adversary before moving on to the next.


  And then the rules of the game changed.


  One of the stronger demonspawn activated his Gift and projected an aura of terror over the battlefield. I cast a hasty mind-shielding rift, the same that I’d used in my defense against Lady Delamere, and I felt that terror abate, but the mercenaries and their horses were less able to defend.


  The coachman had loaded his long gun again and fired at the powerful demonspawn, but he had to contend with his horses suddenly starting to panic and missed. Several other horses reared, and at least one rider couldn’t hold on, landing in a heap on the wet, stony ground. I heard curses and screams and knew that if nothing changed, then that demonspawn’s power might define the course of the battle.


  Of course, I intended to change things myself, just as soon as I dealt with a stubborn demonspawn that didn’t seem to care how many limbs I lopped off or that its brain was on fire.


  I stepped close to it, ducked under a swinging claw, and extended the rift on my blade to the point where I was able to split the creature in half, from the top of its head through to its groin.


  As the two pieces of the monster fell apart, I turned back toward the demonspawn projecting the aura. Keeping so many rifts alive at one time was still something of a strain on my spark, but while we were no longer outnumbered, that aura had turned things right around, and I had little choice.


  I was conjuring a rift, intending to take myself close enough to the aura wielder to put it out of our misery, when the carriage door flew open and both Lady Celine and Hunter emerged in haste.


  I’d known that Lady Celine’s uncommon Gift was strong, and my assumption that it was the usual Eldraine Gift of Stoneskin proved correct. But I’d never until then seen that Gift in action, and it proved more formidable than I had guessed.


  Already a tall woman, Lady Celine had grown more than a foot and clearly put on significant weight. She’d become a stone golem, and shared that Gift with Hunter as well.


  And she appeared angry.


  The target of that anger was none other than the aura-wielding demonspawn, which just happened to be close to where Celine and Hunter emerged.


  The oversized, stone golem Gifthound launched itself with a growl at the demonspawn, who blocked the hound’s attack with a forearm. But then Celine was there, weaponless aside from her fists, but that was enough.


  A single thundering blow to the demonspawn’s face made it lose focus, and the aura dissipated, allowing the rest of us to recover.


  There were two other demonspawn with Heartfire crystals, and while these had yet to show any foul power, I targeted them next. One was a particularly large, muscular creature with a multitude of spines protruding from its back. It was looming over an injured horse that was struggling to rise, and its talons and fangs were bloody. I opened a rift with razor-sharp edges the size of my head and pushed it straight through the monster’s chest, then whirled about on the spot, using a sequence of steps in quick succession to slice the other Heartfire crystal bearer in half at the waist.


  Perhaps that creature’s Heartfire crystal had something to do with control over the others, or perhaps it was no more than coincidence. Or maybe we’d killed enough of their number that the rest decided it was best not to linger. Either way, the remaining four or five demonspawn all fled, each choosing a different direction.


  In moments, it was just us standing in the cold, icy rain, with the corpses of demonspawn all around, slowly reverting to their human state now that the foul mana within them had become quiescent.


  For a moment, I stood there, not exactly breathing hard—the entire attack had taken less time and effort than my normal morning routine—but still on edge as that sense of wrongness I felt started to fade. The monsters were quieter than they’d been before the attack but still let out the occasional shriek of anger or rage.


  Matthas was still mounted, his sword in hand. He was whole, unwounded, although his weapon bore a coating of dark blood on its blade.


  “Do we pursue, my lord?” he asked gruffly.


  When Lucian’s uncle told me I was to be part of this all, it was under the understanding that I would be going as no more than a low-ranking Guardsman. Still, I was noble, and this was the second time I had proven my worth with Matthas, this time in an actual battle. He’d witnessed my actions and had seen my effectiveness even as his own men and women floundered against the demonspawn with the aura. It seemed natural that he would defer to me.


  I shook my head. “They all headed in different directions, and if we pursue, we would be leaving the carriage unprotected.”


  As I spoke, I looked to Lady Celine as well, almost as if seeking her agreement. The uncommonly Gifted woman was still in her Stoneskin form, as was Hunter beside her, and she had played her part as well. But I spoke with confidence and didn’t expect that she would overrule me.


  She didn’t. She nodded and turned to Matthas. “See to the wounded,” she said. “Likely, House Voss is already aware of these things, given how close we are to the mine. But we should make haste to report it nevertheless.”


  She made a good point, and I would have bet significant coin that it was the demonspawn themselves that gave rise to the request for more Guardsmen from the Eldraine family. If so, it would have been nice had we been told what to expect, but that lack of courtesy was perhaps not unusual from a House that wasn’t exactly our friend.


  I noted that there were a few minor injuries among Matthas’s men, cuts here and there, but no more than that. The worst of it was the horse that had floundered. The poor beast was in pain and had virtually no chance of survival. It was Finn’s horse, and it had to be put down, with the mercenary himself seeing to the job.


  “You fight well,” Celine said to me as the others all calmed themselves after the fight. “I hadn’t expected that from someone so young. And your Gift is surprisingly useful.”


  I nodded, accepting the compliment. Still in her Stoneskin form, her voice came out a little gravelly. I noted that she no longer wore the dress and fine cloak she’d had on for most of the journey but instead wore simpler, almost masculine garb—a loose blouse and pants. I understood then why she took time to join us. It must be difficult for a woman whose Gift resulted in such a physical transformation.


  I offered her a bow of respect, acknowledging to myself that I’d thought poorly of her in error. “As did you,” I said. “I would wager that the creature you and Hunter took down could have changed the course of the battle.”


  I turned to the Gifthound in question and admired his stone-covered form. I decided at that moment that I wanted such a beast of my own. Then I turned back to Lady Celine. “I believe that the attack is over,” I said, and it was true. I barely felt the presence of evil anymore. “If you would like, you can return to the carriage and change into your more usual garb,” I said.


  Lady Celine’s face was still her own, even through its stone-like transformation. She gave me a smile, accepting the courtesy, and I took the opportunity to make sure that all of the demonspawn were suitably dead.


  I did this by burying them the same way that I’d buried the assassin at Adrian’s apartment, forcing them through a rift that took them ten feet underground. It didn’t seem right to leave men, even those tainted by the blood of demons, for the carrion feeders that came out at night. Nor was it right to leave corpses scattered about the road for the next travelers to stumble upon.


  As for those who carried Heartfire crystals, I harvested those before disposing of the bodies, packing them away in my storage rift.


  Matthas’s men took care of the horse carcass, butchering it for the meat, and in only a short time, we were ready to resume our journey.


  
    Chapter Sixteen

  


  The remainder of the journey was less eventful. Finn, who’d lost his mount in the attack, trudged alongside the carriage, his uncommon Gift plenty strong enough for him to take the minor exertion in stride.


  Lady Celine spoke of the demonspawn, saying that she hadn’t come across such creatures before. I replied that I had, then corrected myself, remembering that in this world, Lucian had lived a sheltered life until recently.


  “In books, I mean,” I said. “They are spawned from the blood of demons, although the process … well, the books I read didn’t go into such details.”


  I knew that there was more to it than simply injecting demon blood into the veins of Gifted men. It required some form of catalyst as well, but, in truth, if I had to create a demonspawn, I wouldn’t have been able to do it.


  “Where do they come from?” the lady mused. “How is it that they’re here?”


  Both were good questions, but I had another. “Who created them?” I asked.


  Lady Celine was now back in her human form, with Hunter back in his regular spot, looking like nothing more than his usual enormous self. She looked at me with an expression that suggested she hadn’t considered the question.


  “These demonspawn are not natural,” I said. “That means they were made by someone who has access to demon blood.” I paused for a moment, then asked outright, “Do you know anyone who might have access to such?”


  In my mind, I was thinking about Lady Delamere. How was it that she’d been present when Adrian and I had stumbled across the demon in the alley? Could her House have something to do with these demonspawn as well?


  Lady Celine was shaking her head. “I don’t know of anyone who would have a House that deals with such creatures,” she said, and I left it at that. I could have spoken then about Lady Delamere to find out if Lady Celine might know anything, but for the time being, I held my tongue.


  Just as I held it in regard to the Heartfire crystals I’d gathered.


  To my understanding, those crystals were precious and valuable, with the trade in them being controlled by a cabal of powerful, wealthy Houses. My business with Tristan was set to change the landscape of the entire Heartfire crystal trade, but finding the crystals in use here, by the demonspawn no less, raised certain questions.


  Did that mean the Houses in the cabal were associated with these demonspawn in some way? Or was there another new player in the Heartfire crystal game that nobody was yet aware of?


  Either way, it seemed that Lady Celine was unaware of the crystals’ existence. Perhaps she assumed the demonspawn with the aura had used an uncommon Gift. Either way, she didn’t make any comment. As for me, I was looking forward to studying all three of the new crystals I had gained.


  As the day wore on, the rain became lighter until it had all but stopped. We were higher in the hills by then, and the sound of the river we were following had grown deceptively louder as the gradient it followed grew steeper and rockier.


  Finally, around the time the fifth afternoon bell would be ringing back in the city, we came to what looked like a fort, with stone walls and a large wooden gate. I heard the men talking but didn’t have to dismount. It seemed that the Guardsmen were expecting our arrival.


  They opened the gates, and our party entered, and it wasn’t long before we came to a halt. The coachman set the steps in place and held open the door for Lady Celine and me.


  “Welcome to Ironhold,” the man said as I dismounted.


  My first impression of Ironhold was that it was cold, wet, and gray. The little of it I could see was also industrious, with stable hands emerging to tend to the horses and porters helping with the luggage of the mercenaries and Lady Celine. It seemed organized and efficient. There was even someone, a soldier of the Eldraines, there to greet us and to explain what was to happen.


  “I will show you to your accommodation,” the man said. He was another mercenary, like Matthas and his crew, but he was slimmer and older, perhaps close to the age I’d been when I last set foot in my world. He was also deferential to both Lady Celine and me.


  “You will have some time to settle in before the Captain officially welcomes you at the eighth afternoon bell. There is also a chance that Lord Alaric Voss will want to meet you as well.”


  He showed us to what amounted to soldiers’ barracks and explained that nearly all of the Eldraine Guardsmen stayed there.


  I had to admit, I was not impressed. Even the accommodations set aside for those with noble blood were less than Adrian’s apartment, and by a considerable margin. Even Hunter didn’t seem to like what he saw. The Gifthound made a grumbling noise and looked to his master as if pleading for her not to make him stay there.


  For her part, the look on Lady Celine’s face was telling. She clearly didn’t like what she was seeing but saw little choice in the matter. There was acceptance in her expression, as well as annoyance.


  But I wasn’t so ready to acquiesce. “You said ‘most’ of the Eldraine contingent stays here,” I said.


  The man took my meaning. “There are some, mostly from the Eldraine family itself, like you and the lady here, who choose alternate accommodations. But those accommodations are not part of the contract and are considered to be a personal expense.”


  He was delicate about it, but the message was clear. There were few Eldraines in the position of being able to afford such accommodation.


  I offered the man a wolfish grin. “Show me,” I said.


  He raised an eyebrow. “My lord, are you certain?” he asked.


  “I am certain that I will not be staying in these barracks,” I said. “As for the cost, that is my concern and not yours. Please, lead the way.”


  “Certainly,” he said. Lady Celine couldn’t hide the look of envy that stole over her face as the man led me away.


  Ironhold proved to be a settlement of significant size, home to several thousand miners, Guardsmen, and many others, each of whom had a role to play. There was a surprising choice of accommodations available, including a couple of hotels that were suitable for one such as myself.


  I chose a suite in the best of them and paid for just a few days. I could perhaps have gotten a better deal if I paid for longer, but I still had every intention of getting back to the city as soon as I could.


  As I told my impromptu guide he could go, he reminded me once more of the official welcome at the eighth afternoon bell, back at the hall next to the barracks.


  I could have taken the time between now and then to examine the Heartfire crystals I’d taken from the demonspawn, but I decided that could wait. Of greater urgency was the rumbling that had begun in my stomach, along with my need to learn more about this place.


  I asked the hotel concierge where the best place might be to eat, not so much for the sake of the food but for the conversation. He pointed me to a place that had a warm, cozy atmosphere despite the miserable local weather. Soon, I was eating my fill of thick soup, followed by a hearty casserole with the end of a well-buttered loaf of nutty bread. I washed it all down with an ale, as this place was rustic by nature and seemed to have little use for wine or brandy.


  Overall, the food was good. It was warm and filling, just the type of nourishment designed to satisfy hungry miners and Guardsmen at the end of their shifts.


  After my meal, I relocated myself to the associated bar and began a few conversations, getting a feel for the lay of the land.


  I learned that the demonspawn attacks were uppermost on people’s minds. Apparently, while the demonspawn had been making a menace of themselves for some months by now, the frequency of their attacks had increased. It had set the whole place on edge and had led to a number of unpleasant deaths and a general sense of unease.


  Yet, it wasn’t all doom and gloom. One aging miner, with gray hair splayed out in all directions and blackened teeth, even laughed about it, saying that the demonspawn had just replaced the bandits that used to prey in those parts as the primary threat.


  One thing was conspicuous by its absence; not one of the people I spoke to—miners, Guardsmen, or even the serving staff—mentioned the presence of demonspawn with uncommon Gifts.


  I wondered if those who had encountered such creatures simply didn’t survive to tell the tale or if my traveling party was just lucky to have stumbled across them.


  There was one additional snippet of information I learned which didn’t seem to have anything to do with the demonspawn themselves. I didn’t learn it from one of the Guardsmen but from one of the miners instead. He told me that there had been several thefts from one of the mines. This didn’t exactly surprise me, as people were people, no matter which world they came from, and there would always be those who couldn’t resist the temptation of gold within easy reach.


  When I said as much to the miner, he hinted that it wasn’t the gold that was taken, but didn’t say anything else.


  Ironhold operated the same sort of bell system to tell time as they did in the city. I didn’t know exactly how it worked but figured it could have been as simple as having the bell-ringer ring the bell as the last grain of an hourglass slipped through. Or it could have been something else completely.


  Regardless of the mechanism, the bells were clear enough to be heard even above the hubbub of conversation at the bar, and I made it back to the hall next to the barracks in plenty of time for the official welcome.


  Lady Celine was already there. She approached me as soon as I entered. “And how are your accommodations?” she asked by way of greeting.


  The tone was light and friendly, but I’d caught the look of envy she’d given me before. She was of noble birth and had a significant uncommon Gift at her disposal. No doubt, she’d expected more from her life. But because House Eldraine wasn’t wealthy, she’d been used in such contracts as the one with House Voss for most of her adult life.


  As a result, she herself wasn’t wealthy either, which meant the life that should have been her due was forever out of reach.


  I found her to be prickly, and the frustration under which she had lived for so long came out in various ways, not all of them pleasant. At the same time, she had a sharp mind and clearly saw things as they were. And I needed allies within House Eldraine just as much, if not more, as I needed them outside.


  I gave her my best smile. “I have requested a suite that comes with a number of rooms. You are welcome to stay with me at my hotel if such is to your liking.”


  She blinked at me, clearly surprised by my offer, but in truth, I was just acting as I believed nobles should act. Lady Celine was family, even though I didn’t know her well.


  To expect family to suffer when I could so easily take that sufferance away… well, that wasn’t my idea of nobility at all.


  “You…” she began. Then she stopped herself before starting again. “How…?” Again, she stopped without finishing her sentence. She looked at me with a puzzled expression. “How is it that you, at such a young age, can afford to pay for a suite? Your wages will not cover it…”


  I’d already told her I had business interests, but she apparently hadn’t believed them to be successful. “Our uncle wanted me to gain some worldly experience, to rise or fail as my abilities dictated. I am an Eldraine. Why should anyone be surprised that I chose to succeed?”


  At this, Lady Celine quirked a half-smile. “Why indeed?” she asked. Then, she continued, “Lucian, you surprise me. You are more than I expected. I don’t know what to say.”


  “You can say thank you,” I said. “And you can accept my hospitality.”


  At this, the lady actually laughed. “I swear, it’s like you are a grown man my own age or more and not this young cousin I have in my mind.”


  We talked about various things, and I asked about Hunter, who wasn’t there with us. This brought out another grimace as she replied that Gifthounds weren’t appreciated by the Baron’s son, and so they weren’t allowed where he might appear. This meant that Hunter had been left, for the time being, in Lady Celine’s rooms at the barracks.


  One of the things I was looking for when I talked with the locals was an impression of who Alaric Voss might have been. However, the responses I received were, on the whole, noncommittal.


  I was willing to keep an open mind until I met him for myself, but that, combined with his dislike of Gifthounds, wasn’t a good sign.


  I said, “I’m sure Hunter will be fine without you for a while,” and then the eighth afternoon bell started to ring.


  By then, Matthas and the others were also present and had gathered together in a group to one side. Before the eighth afternoon bell finished ringing, a second group of Guardsmen entered, and one of their number spoke up.


  “Welcome to Ironhold mining settlement, which is under the guardianship of Baron Voss. We thank House Eldraine for adhering to the contract that has bound both our Houses for these many years.”


  The words this man spoke sounded largely ceremonial, and I gathered that even though he wore the insignia of House Voss on his doublet, he wasn’t in charge.


  That impression was confirmed a moment later. “If you please, show your respect for the Captain of the Guards, and your ultimate superior, Captain Braxton of House Voss.”


  
    Chapter Seventeen

  


  A square-cut, older man with iron-gray hair stepped forward, and I could tell at a glance that he would be a formidable opponent. His energy channels were at least as well developed as Vernon Eldraine’s, and he, until then, had the most significant spark of anyone I had yet met.


  He also had an uncommon Gift sitting next to his common one, although, just like Count Thornwood’s, it was vestigial. But then, the Gift of House Voss was known to be associated with mining, so it might not have been very important to a Guardsman of any rank.


  As one, Matthas and his men offered the Captain a respectful bow, as did Lady Celine and I, although the depth of our bows was less pronounced.


  The Captain nodded his head, accepting our respect, and then he offered his own welcome to that of his man.


  “Yes, welcome,” he said gruffly, his voice low and gravelly. However, if I expected more ceremony, or even some sort of welcoming speech, then I was to be disappointed. The Captain immediately got down to business.


  “I have heard that you encountered a problem on your journey here. Tell me about that,” he asked the question in general, leaving it up to us to choose a spokesperson. As Lady Celine was the most senior of all of us, it was she who gave an answer.


  “You have been informed correctly,” she said. “Midway between the inn and Ironhold, we were set upon by a group of demonspawn.”


  The Captain gave a grunt. “How many?” Then, almost as an afterthought, he asked, “Were there casualties?”


  Celine turned to me for confirmation. “More than a dozen demonspawn,” she said, and I nodded. She’d been inside the carriage at the start and likely never got the same overview that I did. “A few minor injuries, but nothing serious. We lost one of the horses.”


  The Captain’s eyebrows were bushier than most, and the same iron gray as the rest of his hair. “More than a dozen?” he repeated. “You did well to continue relatively unscathed. Some of the demonspawn are powerful.”


  At this, Lady Celine nodded her head. It was, after all, a compliment. “There are two in our party with uncommon Gifts,” she explained. “Although those without did their share as well.”


  At this, Captain Braxton’s gaze flickered toward me, measuring me swiftly before shifting to Matthas and the others. What he saw, how he may have judged us, was difficult to say. He kept his thoughts to himself and merely offered another grunt.


  “And the outcome?” he asked.


  This time, when Celine looked my way, it was clear that she hoped I would answer. So I did.


  “Four demonspawn got away,” I said. “Perhaps five. The rest of them reverted to their human forms and were buried on the road.”


  The Captain seemed surprisingly interested in the nature of the spawn, particularly inquiring about any insignia they wore on their armor. This time, it was Matthas’s turn to answer, as neither Celine nor I had a clear view of that. But Matthas had seen something, and he described the insignia in as much detail as he was able. When he was done, the Captain offered another of his grunts.


  He paused for a moment, as if considering his next question, then asked, “And were there any unusual aspects about any of these demonspawn?”


  I knew what he meant, and so did the others. “One of them was able to project an aura of terror,” Celine responded.


  “Like an uncommon Gift?” the Captain asked, and Celine agreed that it was.


  I considered offering the information I had–that the demonspawn’s aura of terror was due to a Heartfire crystal–but before I could do so, the door to the hall opened, and a newcomer swept in.


  “Braxton, you dog, did you start without me?”


  The newcomer was tall and slim in the same way that I was tall and slim, but he was also pasty, and his thin, light-colored hair looked as if it had been deliberately wet and stuck down to his head. He was close to forty and dressed in the finest doublet I’d seen in this land—an exceptionally crafted garment in a blend of silvers and creams.


  He came in with as many servants as Captain Braxton had brought Guardsmen, and one in particular caught my notice. He was a bald man who seemed to take everything in at a glance while doing his best to avoid being observed. I only noted him because of his energy channels and spark, which were uncertain and veiled, as though they too were doing their best to avoid detection. Yet, even through the shroud, I could sense an uncommon Gift.


  As for the Baron’s son—for that was who the newcomer had to be—he spoke in a tone that was at once petulant and a little confused. If I’d been a Gifthound, my hackles would have quickly gone up.


  Captain Braxton responded after a moment of hesitation, which he transformed into a deep, respectful bow.


  “My lord,” he said. “I apologize and meant no disrespect. But it was unclear if you would be attending this evening or not.”


  Alaric gave him a brief, calculating stare, then waved his hand airily. “Of course, of course,” he said. “Think no more of it. But you should have known I wouldn’t miss an opportunity to meet the newest arrivals from House Eldraine.”


  He said the name of my House with a smirk that I didn’t like. If he’d been anyone else, I would have spoken up about it. But this was the son of a Baron, our host, and our employer all at once, and it wasn’t up to me to correct his behavior.


  Alaric stepped close to us all, and to my surprise, he greeted us with a florid bow. It wasn’t his place to bow to any of us, and yet he did so, but the way he did it was almost mocking. I wondered briefly if the man was drunk, but he’d already begun speaking and his voice was clear.


  “Greetings from House Voss,” he said. “My name is Alaric, and I am the eighth son of Baron Voss, of the House of Voss. Or maybe I am the ninth. It’s a little hard to tell because there are a surprisingly high number of bastard sons. Or sons with no apparent fathers, and daughters as well at the Voss Homestead, and they all seem to have the same kind of blond hair. So maybe I am the twentieth or something like that.”


  At this, he let out a brief laugh, and when one of Matthas’s men thought to smile in response, the Baron’s son turned to him.


  “Is something funny?” he asked. The shaken Guardsman quickly changed his expression.


  “No, my lord. Sorry, my lord, it won’t happen again.”


  “Hmmmph,” Alaric said. “Nobody has a sense of humor anymore.”


  He drew a deep breath and favored us all with a broad smile. “Come on, line yourselves up, let’s see who we’ve got. There are demonspawn out there, and I want to know who I’ve got at my side should they get past our wall.”


  Alaric Voss then proceeded to inspect Matthas’s men, one at a time, starting with the Finn and then moving on to Matthas himself. He asked random questions about the trip and where they had come from, just general inquiries with no real substance.


  I stood at the end of the line, save for Lady Celine beside me, and I did my best to pretend that all was as it should be, just as Captain Braxton and his men were doing.


  I sensed Lady Celine cast a worried glance my way, but I didn’t return it. In my past life, I’d dealt with many an unbalanced leader and knew that they could be volatile. One innocent comment out of place might be enough to set such a man off, and in truth, I briefly considered that as an option.


  Should I offend this man, he might take it upon himself to dismiss me from service and send me back to the city. But the shame of such an event would linger, and it could have an outsized impact on my future.


  And, of course, there was always a chance that he would do something else. Like having me imprisoned or even killed for some imagined offense.


  As the son of a Baron, there would be little that could be done about it.


  Of course, I wouldn’t let anything like that happen and would take matters into my own hands if need be. However, that would set me down a path I didn’t want to take.


  So I gave no hint at all that I shared my cousin’s concerns.


  Eventually, Alaric Voss reached me in the line. Immediately, the expression on his face darkened.


  “What have we here?” he demanded. “Do the Eldraines now send children?”


  At that moment, I wished that Lucian Eldraine’s body was capable of growing a beard, but after the first few days in this world, I realized that the best he could do was a few wisps and an incomplete mustache. I’d made a conscious decision to keep my face clean from that moment.


  Perhaps I should have instead tweaked the energy channels within me so that I could grow a beard. I resolved to add that to my list. At the same time, I answered the Baron’s son without even a hint of offense.


  “I am of age,” I said, “and I have an uncommon Gift. I am as willing and able to serve you, to fulfill the terms of my House’s contract, as any man or woman here.”


  I spoke simply and clearly, but politely as well, aware that several of those around me, including Captain Braxton himself, had drawn in breath when the Baron’s son spoke.


  Alaric seemed to be weighing my words. In the end, he simply made a noise in the back of his throat and said, “Well, at least you are tall. And if you do have an uncommon Gift, then perhaps we will find some use for you on the wall.”


  Then he reached Celine. “Another woman,” he said. “They are sending us women and boys when we need fighters. I have half a mind to seek compensation for failure to adhere to the contract.”


  He spoke almost as if to himself, and in truth, he sounded legitimately disappointed.


  But Lady Celine wasn’t about to let the man’s comments stand without a response. She took note of my own response and spoke with almost exaggerated politeness.


  “My Lord Voss,” she said, “it is a pleasure to meet you. My name is Celine Eldraine, and this is my cousin, Lucian Eldraine. Both of us are of the Eldraine line, and even if we don’t match what you might have envisaged, we both possess uncommon Gifts and have the capabilities you might need. On my family’s honor, we will serve to the best of our ability.”


  Alaric Voss seemed to sway on his feet for a moment. It seemed that he wasn’t entirely sure how to respond, as if the focus he’d displayed when he first appeared was a thing long forgotten.


  Eventually, he nodded his head and said, “See that you do,” before abruptly turning away. “I must say, I’m a little disappointed,” he said. With that, he nodded toward Captain Braxton and said, “Carry on.”


  Then, with no other comment, he swept out of the hall, with his entourage at his side.


  The Captain waited until Alaric Voss and his entourage were gone, then immediately resumed speaking as if nothing had happened. Yet, there wasn’t much more for him to say. He explained that none of us would be added to the roster until he had witnessed what we were able to do, and that there would be a training session the following morning, in the main yard, no matter the weather.


  If anyone had questions, he added, they were to be directed to the sub-Captains. It struck me as a clear sign that he didn’t want to be bothered directly.


  He also seemed to have forgotten his line of inquiry about the demonspawn—or had chosen to let it lie for now—leaving me no chance to share what I knew.


  Finally, he mentioned that a lot of the Guardsmen, both of House Eldraine and Voss, spent much of their off-duty time at the Duck’s Gauntlet tavern, and while it wasn’t exactly an order for us to head there and get to know those we would be standing with on the wall, the suggestion was clear.


  When he ended his speech, that was where we all headed, with the direction of one of the Captain’s men.


  
    Chapter Eighteen

  


  I’d already figured out that Ironhold was set up like many small towns, with the taverns, hotels, and the like all clustered together in the center. And it was small enough that we all went on foot, with hansom cabs not required at all.


  I spent the remainder of the evening with an ale in my hand, speaking with random mercenary Guardsmen, to Voss fighters, and to several Eldraine cousins whom I knew—to a greater or lesser degree—from Lucian’s memories.


  Their responses varied, depending on who I spoke to. The cousins tended to study me closely as they tried to reconcile who I was then with who they remembered me to be.


  Many of the Guardsmen saw what Alaric had seen, a boy who had no business being there at all, and some were better at hiding their opinions than others. I reminded one or two in subtle ways that I was a noble, and that alone deserved their respect, but for the most part, even though I was becoming increasingly annoyed, I didn’t press the issue.


  The point of the evening was not to create conflict but to establish or renew bonds with those upon whom our lives may depend. However, in truth, my heart wasn’t in it. It had been a long day, and I had the Heartfire crystals I’d taken from the demonspawn to consider.


  The rules in this mining settlement were different. Here, I was more constrained, expected to act like one of the many more than a noble. And I had to admit, that rankled. So I talked and smiled as I was expected to do for as long as I could bear it, and sometime before the eleventh afternoon bell, I sought Celine out to give her my address.


  She was having a better time of it, catching up with many people she knew, and I figured it might be some time yet before she was ready to leave. Whether she would accept my hospitality or not, I truly couldn’t care less, but I still made a point to speak to the hotel concierge to let them know to expect her and to let her into my suite.


  After closing the door to my rooms behind me and lighting a couple of lamps, I breathed a deep sigh. I settled myself down cross-legged on the floor in front of the settee and withdrew my newly acquired Heartfire crystals from my storage rift.


  The crystals were smaller than the one I’d chosen to augment my spark, each of them about the same size as the smallest joint of my index finger. They looked slightly different, too, carrying a slight reddish hue, unlike the ones I had seen from Tristan’s first shipment, which were entirely translucent.


  When I’d taken them from the demonspawn, each had been set in a simple steel armband, wristband, or necklace, but I’d stripped them from those items and kept just the gemstones themselves.


  In retrospect, it might have been better to keep them as they were because, as they were now, there was little to distinguish them. Yes, each of them had runes inscribed into the surface, but I had no clue which one might have given the demonspawn the aura skill, just as I had no clue what the other two might enable.


  I picked one at random, holding it in my closed fist while I stashed the other two in my storage rift. I did what I could to explore the crystal with my mana sense, but the crystal refused to give up its secrets. I sensed only what I had when studying such crystals before. It was like looking at a secondary spark, an item of power unto itself, but I couldn’t ascertain its purpose.


  So I took a deep breath to steady myself and fed a small amount of mana into the crystal, just enough to wake it up.


  All at once, I felt as if there was darkness all around me, as if I sat in the middle of a bubble of fear, loathing, and hate. At the same time, even though I was aware of these feelings and knew they were potent, I remained unaffected.


  I knew then that this was the crystal that generated the aura that had so unsettled Matthas and his men and even had an impact on myself and Celine.


  As soon as I discovered its nature, I stopped feeding the crystal mana, and the aura of terror I was generating abated.


  Then I wondered if I should add this crystal to my arsenal of powers. I’d seen its effectiveness in battle, and its limitations as well, but it wasn’t a straightforward question.


  I knew that as things stood then, my spark was strong enough that I could conjure several rifts at once and maintain them for a decent length of time. I could also activate the crystal that turned me invisible, save for a hint of my spark should anyone look at me with their mana sight. And I could conjure fireballs at will, several of them at least, before I ran out of power.


  But I knew that was pushing my limits, and while I was growing stronger every day, if I tried to add more crystals to the mix, then I might struggle to manage it all.


  And I didn’t want to find myself overextended when the situation demanded immediate action.


  For the moment, I placed the aura crystal in front of me and brought out one of the others. I repeated the process, feeding mana into this crystal to activate it, and while there was a definite effect at first, I wasn’t sure exactly what it was.


  I felt strangely energized as if an electric spark had been introduced to all of my nerves, muscles, and bones. In my world, we had a drink, usually served hot, that many people enjoyed as a mild stimulant. It was called coffee, and so far, I’d yet to encounter its like in this world.


  This crystal was having an effect much like overindulgence in that hot drink, without the associated jittery feel to the mind.


  Curious, I stood and went through my sequence of steps and found that I was able to move noticeably more swiftly, with greater balance and poise than before. It was as if I had taken another leap forward in my training and reached a level of power and strength that I might not achieve in another way for more than a year.


  So far in this world, I’d met many Gifted men and women who were stronger and faster than me. I’d made up the difference with my uncommon Gift and my training. But, with this Heartfire crystal, I could mimic that speed and strength to the point where I might actually match many of them.


  I found myself grinning. While the aura crystal might not be a great choice for me given my other skills, I could see a definite advantage in this one.


  Once again, I let the skill fade and resumed my position, placing this crystal also on the carpet before me, a little to the left. I was already thinking that I might swap out my fireball crystal for this one if I wanted to keep within my limits.


  Then I brought out the final Heartfire crystal.


  This crystal looked no different from the other two. I could sense the power within it, the same as with the others. But for some reason, when I directed a flow of mana to it, I felt very little. Just a tingle of warmth that went through my channels but seemed to have no other effect.


  Puzzled, I tried it again and felt no more than a flutter of power go through me. But what that power did, if it did anything at all, I couldn’t ascertain.


  Perhaps it was doing something that was too subtle for me to properly sense, or perhaps whatever this crystal did required some additional condition to be met. Either way, for the moment, it seemed that I wasn’t going to find out what this final crystal could do.


  I continued to do what I could to examine the third crystal, examining myself with my mana sight as I activated it several more times, but I learned nothing new.


  Vaguely dissatisfied, I finally gave up and placed the third crystal on the carpet as well.


  It was time to decide what to do with them all. In truth, it was a simple choice. If balancing two crystals at once, along with my own Gift, was my limit—I didn’t count the Heartfire crystal at my spark because that added to what I could do and was permanent—then the invisibility crystal and the one that enhanced my speed and strength were my best choices.


  Both enhanced my physical capabilities in different ways, with the speed and strength one, in particular, addressing an area where I had a current disadvantage.


  The fireball was an offensive skill that I used fairly effectively against the demonspawn, but in truth, I didn’t need it. And while the aura crystal could be useful in some circumstances, I simply valued the strength and speed increase more. Besides, I could also swap them out from time to time if it made sense to do so.


  Next, I figured out how to quickly differentiate between them. Not through any perceivable differences in the crystals themselves, but by where I intended to keep them.


  My storage rift was designed to be self-sustainable. It wasn’t a drain on my reserves to keep it in place once I brought it into existence. That meant that I could effectively create an unlimited number of them.


  I first swapped the fireball crystal out of the ring in which it was set and replaced it with the one that enhanced strength and speed. Then I conjured a second self-sustainable storage rift, anchored it to the hilt of my sword, and placed the fireball crystal within it. I then created a storage rift for the aura crystal, another for the one with an unknown purpose, and then I was done.


  I went through my normal meditation routine, strengthening my channels as much as I could, and was pleased to note that the amplification effect of the Winterling’s gift remained.


  That done, I then considered my plan of attack. My overall goal was fairly simple: to regain the power and status I’d enjoyed in my first life.


  This contract of the Eldraines could be a stepping stone for doing that, but only if I played my cards right, and only if it was temporary.


  Which meant I needed to resolve this contract in a positive manner, as quickly as possible—at the same time as doing all I could to improve my reputation and finances while I was there.


  I planned out a few concrete steps I could take, and only when that was done did I retire for the night to catch a few hours of sleep.


  
    Chapter Nineteen

  


  Over the next couple of days, I did what I could to put my plans into action.


  Improving my reputation was the simplest, and most essential, as a powerful noble with keen insight always carried more weight than a boy who is out of his depth. And I was growing very tired indeed of being assumed to be the latter.


  So I came to that first training session with this in mind.


  Fortunately, Captain Braxton had a sensible training philosophy. Those who were better at any given discipline—pistols, swords, pikes, daggers, and fists—were expected to share their expertise with those who were less capable, rank and seniority be damned.


  That meant, even though I was new, I was able to share my sword fighting techniques, to an extent at least, with those from the Eldraine contingent.


  At first, there was the expected pushback from some quarters over my apparent age, for how could someone so young have truly mastered the blade?


  I silenced those questions simply enough by challenging each questioner, one at a time, and swiftly displaying my expertise.


  Nor was I hesitant to share what I knew. These were men and women sworn to my Household, and I did not want that House to be weak.


  Matthas and his men were among the first to line up for such lessons from me, having witnessed the effectiveness of my techniques, even without the associated use of my Gift and action.


  Lady Celine and most of those family members who shared an uncommon Gift, however, chose not to participate. Nor could I blame them. The Stoneskin Gift was one of strength and durability, and it was somewhat at odds with the finesse of the blade I was teaching.


  Yet, I knew that my steps and positions would be useful for those with a more bludgeoning fighting style as well, and I looked forward to the opportunity to prove as much.


  The training sessions happened on a regular basis, but while they helped to build my reputation, they weren’t any use at all in terms of building my finances.


  And that was something I focused on from the first moment I set foot in Ironhold.


  Yes, I had my business venture with Tristan, but in truth, I’d yet to see a single silver crown from that, and I likely wouldn’t until I was done with this contract. There was also my rental agreement with Count Thornwood, which should be returning several hundred silver crowns per day, assuming the man had an honorable bone left in his body.


  But that wealth could end at any moment when the Count decided it had become too onerous and chose to give up the manor I’d won from him. And besides, every last crown from that venture went to my banker in the city, and so far, I hadn’t found a way to bring that coin here.


  So I kept my eyes and ears open, and I quickly found what I wanted. It was the kind of thing that turned up in one form or another in pretty much every settlement where people had a few coins to spare and a little time on their hands.


  In some places, there would be gambling halls. In others, there would be dens where hounds or fighting animals would be pitted against one another. Sometimes, it was as simple as horseracing.


  But here, in Ironhold, like in so many other places, there were places where men and women fought one another for coin and could bet on the results as well.


  In this settlement, the combatants would fight in a makeshift arena, where no more than a couple of hundred people could watch, and do all they could to make their opponent yield.


  There were no rules or limitations other than that it would be counted as murder if a competitor died, with all the consequences that implied, including the loss of any potential winnings. And the fight would continue until one or the other competitor yielded or otherwise could not continue.


  All my skills were uniformly deadly, and in the hands of a less experienced mage, things could have gone badly.


  But I had far more experience than my appearance suggested, and in just a couple of days, I was already establishing a reputation in the fighting arenas and earning more than enough coin to cover my expenses as well.


  Unfortunately, the other part of my plan, that which dealt with the contract between the Eldraine and Voss Households, didn’t immediately yield fruit.


  I quickly grew to understand on a visceral level the reason for Lady Celine’s frustration. At its best, this work was dull and unappealing—and wholly beneath the abilities of even the lowest of the Eldraine Guardsmen. And the contract was limiting, I had learned, prescribing a low level of activities while preventing any real initiative to be taken.


  Yet, that was what we were contracted for, and I did my best even as I grew puzzled.


  I spoke to a Guardsman of Voss, a heavyset man I was sharing my first watch duty with.


  “These walls are formidable,” I said. “They would be difficult for even the most powerful attackers to breach.”


  The man nodded, seemingly bored in his duty but far from derelict. He leaned on his spear, it was true, but he would be able to bring it to bear in a moment should he need to do so. And he answered me nevertheless.


  “It isn’t just the outside we are watching,” he said. With that, he gestured toward the settlement itself, to the inside of the wall. “We watch both sides,” he said.


  When I asked why, he gave a grin. “Unless we’re lucky, you will find out soon enough.”


  I took the man at his word and watched both sides from then on.


  It was, of course, raining. I used my Gift to keep my head dry, using a rift like an umbrella and directing the rain elsewhere, but I wasn’t yet able to cover myself completely. My cloak grew heavy and wet, particularly down near my feet, and some of the dampness soaked through.


  It was cold rain as well, full of ice and sleet, although for some reason there was less actual snow here in the mountains than there had been in the city.


  There were shelters built on the wall, but our duties included walking back and forth over a set area, which meant that we were away from that shelter as often as not.


  There was an irony in this duty. I was the rift magus, protector of worlds, and this was what I had come to. Noble, true enough, but a simple Guardsman as well, walking the wall of a mining settlement on the far edge of civilization.


  Those I knew in my old life might have laughed at such a thing, and the thought of that brought a grin to my lips as well. But I had to admit that part of me actually enjoyed it. It had been a long, long while since expectations of me had been so simple, so straightforward, and it was actually pleasant not to have the weight of worlds on my shoulders anymore.


  At the same time, I couldn’t help but feel incensed that my new family, the Eldraine Household, was forced to take such contracts and that my own cousins could be trapped in this life.


  And then there was the issue with Captain Braxton.


  Enhancing my reputation with the other Guardsmen only went so far. There were two people in Ironhold who had real power, and they were Captain Braxton and Alaric Voss.


  These were the people who could adjust the terms, not of the contract overall, but of my part in it in particular. Which meant I needed to get at least one of them—if not both—on my side.


  The Captain was the obvious first target, and I even had something he wanted: information about the demonspawn that displayed powers.


  But when I tried to speak with him, sub-Captain Caldwell stood in my way.


  The Captain’s office was one among several in a sturdy, weathered structure of stone, adjacent to the barracks. Just inside the building, near the corridor leading to the Captain’s door, was a simple desk occupied by a man with sandy hair and a genial, weather-beaten face.


  He looked up as I approached. “Can I help you?” he asked.


  I gave a polite bow. “I’m here to speak with Captain Braxton,” I said. “I have information he’ll want to hear about the demonspawn attacks.”


  The man raised an eyebrow, but if he had any questions about my apparent age, he didn’t say them out loud. Instead, he just spoke politely. “I see. And you are…?”


  “Lucian Alastair Eldraine,” I said. “Of House Eldraine.”


  He nodded. “One of the newcomers,” he said. “My name is sub-Captain Caldwell, and I’m afraid I’m the one you’ll be speaking to today.”


  I’d expected something like this, and knew my chances of changing his mind were slim. But I kept my expression neutral and tried anyway, seeking to offer enough of that reason without giving all my cards away.


  “The Captain mentioned his interest in demonspawn with unusual abilities during the welcome. I have firsthand knowledge of exactly that. I’m sure he would want to hear it.”


  Caldwell leaned back in his chair and considered my words for a moment. “Whatever knowledge you have, I’ll be sure to pass it on,” he said.


  Not what I was looking for. I tried one last time. “I’m asking for no more than five minutes. The knowledge I have could be important.”


  His smile sharpened just a fraction. “Let me be clear,” he said. “Captain Braxton doesn’t have time to entertain every well-meaning noble who seeks to curry favor. If you have information, you can tell me. I’ll make sure it reaches the Captain if it’s worth his time.”


  I studied him, weighing my options. His tone was cordial, but it was clear I wasn’t getting past him without making a scene, and that wasn’t going to win me any favors.


  Nor was I going to simply tell him all I knew. My goal was to enhance my own reputation—not that of a random sub-Captain, and I’d been around long enough to know that any reputational increase would very likely stop with him.


  And then there was the reality that the sub-Captain may not agree with the implications I saw, and that could go badly.


  Better to find another way to present what I knew to the Captain directly.


  “Perhaps I’ve overestimated the value of my information, “ I said. I gave him another polite bow. “Thank you for your time,” I said, and turned to leave.


  
    Chapter Twenty

  


  Several days passed. I gained strength at an accelerated rate through a combination of meditation and the Winterling’s gift, and I won several fights in the arenas.


  As far as my official duties went, my second watch went by much like the first, as did my third. But midway through my fourth watch, something happened.


  I was standing in the rain, looking from the stony emptiness beyond the wall to the rain-soaked bustle within, when the bells that tolled the hour began a continual ring.


  At the same time as the bells began, I heard voices raised in fear and anger, and I caught that same sense of something foul nearby. I looked in toward the settlement, from where the disturbance had come, but I couldn’t immediately see anything, although it sounded as if the disturbance was nearby.


  Then one of the other Guardsmen pointed.


  “There!”


  My duty in such circumstances was clear. I was to get to the source of the disturbance as swiftly as possible, as would the other Eldraines on duty. The Guardsmen from House Voss on the wall would maintain their positions, continuing to watch in case there was additional danger, and Captain Braxton or one of his sub-Captains would lead a responding force as well.


  I didn’t hesitate. The wall was only twelve to fifteen feet tall at the most, and while there were multiple stairways, not all of us needed them. The strongest of those with a common Gift could simply jump down and expect, with a fair degree of certainty, that they would hit the ground without harm.


  With my current training and strength, I could do so as well, although perhaps with less certainty unless I activated the Heartfire crystal that gave me additional strength.


  But instead, I simply opened a rift above my head with the endpoint on the ground, and drew that rift down over me.


  To anyone watching, it would have appeared as though I was rising straight out of the ground. It was perhaps half a beat slower than when I could create a rift to simply step through, but it was still many times faster than if I’d sought out the stairs.


  Then I was running as fast as I could, sending mana to the Heartfire crystal that granted me both speed and strength.


  In an instant, my running speed almost doubled, and I drew my sword and my dagger.


  Despite my speed, I wasn’t the first to arrive.


  We were in a wide street, close to where the Baron’s son had his residence, and already, half a dozen of Captain Braxton’s Guardsmen had arrived. Each of them had their pistols drawn, and even as I took in the scene, they began firing.


  Their targets were demonspawn. Monstrous creatures full of spines, claws, and malevolent hate, things that used to be men but who now desired only carnage. There were dozens of them, more than I could initially believe, and already, they had caused mayhem.


  There were corpses, bloodied and ruined. Innocent folk who'd called Ironhold home.


  The sight of the needless deaths combined with the stench of the evil within the demonspawn was enough to cause me to snarl. These people were innocents, and it was my duty, both as a Guardsman and noble, to keep them safe.


  I didn’t pause. Didn’t hesitate. I just looked for a target, the demonspawn closest to me, and let my anger at the scene before me take over.


  With my Heartfire crystal active, I was as fast and strong as the demonspawn themselves. If I’d had nothing more than my dagger and sword, I would have cleaved into them one after another, not stopping until my blade dripped with gore. My new speed and strength, combined with my training and expertise, would have been enough.


  But that’s not all I possessed. I was a grand master rift magus, and I could bend space and time to my will.


  I did so. I cast a rift over the head of a demonspawn still twenty feet to my left and brought that rift down to its shoulders. The endpoint of that rift being right in front of where I stood, the demonspawn’s head suddenly appeared before me. The foul creature had a single moment in which to appear surprised before I severed the head from the neck in one blow.


  With the flick of my wrist, I sent a second rift toward the first monster’s companion, sharpening its edges and watching it carve out a hole in the monster’s chest. In less than a second, I’d taken out two demonspawn and was already launching myself toward the biggest cluster.


  I took two quick steps, then conjured a rift at my feet and stepped through, feeling the gravel on the other side of the rift before drawing it up and over my body.


  This brought me into the center of the demonspawn group, and I went to work, wrapping a rift around my blade and extending it in an invisible line that projected five feet beyond the sword’s tip. Then I executed a sequence of steps, just three of them one after the other, that turned me in a complete three-sixty with my sword arm extended.


  I let out a wordless cry of anger and cut three of the monsters in half at the waist and took the arm of a fourth, which howled in anger and pain and glared at me in pure fury. I glared back, leapt toward this horned, demonspawn creature, and brought my sword back in such a way that it split the monster from shoulder to hip.


  Pieces of demonspawn fell left and right, and I turned to seek my next target.


  At the same time, I couldn’t help but wonder at their sudden appearance. The walls were not breached, and the soldiers at the gates had given no warning. Where had they come from? How had so many appeared all at once, so far from any known point of entrance?


  Had they tunneled under the wall?


  I dismissed the thought as soon as I had it. These demonspawn were monsters. Undisciplined. Perhaps they retained some semblance of thought, but they were creatures of chaos, and in no way could they be corralled into doing such work unless they were on a tight leash.


  So, if not tunneling, what were the other options?


  I knew in my prime, it would have been child’s play for me to open a rift allowing such a group to step through. And just because I lacked the power to do it now, it didn’t mean that there weren’t others who could do the same.


  As soon as the thought struck, I stiffened. A quick glance around showed no demonspawn close enough to cause problems, so I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.


  The thing about being a rift magus was that even with my strength so diminished, I was attuned to the presence of rifts like no other. With my mana sight, I could sense when a rift opened, even if it wasn’t by my hand, and I could sense when such a rift closed.


  All it took was a moment of thought, and that’s what I sensed.


  A rift. A portal leading from one point in space to another.


  It had a different flavor from mine, but a rift was a rift, and that’s all I needed to know. This rift was already closed. Clearly, this was a one-way trip for the demonspawn. But it had left a definitive tang in the air, and I could not be mistaken.


  Somewhere nearby, there was someone capable of creating a sizable rift. That someone was very probably more powerful than me, if our powers lined up exactly, though even if that was the case, I doubted they would know more than I did.


  And besides, there were multiple different talents, different Gifts that could give rise to a rift in certain circumstances. But whoever it was, they clearly had something to do with the demonspawn. And that meant, no matter what else was true, they were my enemy.


  I conjured another rift at my feet, and moments later, I was behind a monstrous, misshapen demonspawn that had a thick, scaled tail. This monster had been charging toward me as I dealt with its friends and lurched to a surprised halt at my sudden disappearance.


  This gave me all the time I needed to use my rift-enhanced sword again, and the monster fell into three separate pieces on the wet, stony street.


  By then, more Guardsmen had arrived, both from House Voss and House Eldraine. The clang of weapons and shouts of orders filled the air. Matthas was there, his voice barking commands, along with a few of his men and one of Braxton’s deputies. Three Eldraines who possessed uncommon Gifts fought alongside them.


  Of those, only one had the Stoneskin Gift developed to the same level as Lady Celine. But even those who had it developed to a lesser degree showed its worth. With fists made of stone and skin that was difficult to damage, the demonspawn couldn’t hurt them.


  When a Gifthound, the second such beast I’d seen, and bigger and more muscular than Lady Celine’s, joined in, the battle was all but over.


  
    Chapter Twenty-One

  


  By the time it was done, the street was painted with entrails and dark, thick demonspawn blood. The scent of it all was putrid, but not quite as sulfuric as would have been the case if these were true demons.


  There were body parts in all directions from my efforts, and a few that were pounded to a paste by my brethren. Other than that, the commonly Gifted Guardsmen had accounted for several others, at the cost of one of the Voss men and a handful of injuries.


  Seeing no further targets, I let my enhanced speed and strength fade back to normal, then sheathed both of my blades. Since I’d wrapped rifts around each of them, they were still spotless, and in no need of cleaning.


  There was a moment of silence save for the occasional moan from the injured, and while there was elation on some faces with relief on others, I knew this was not a moment to celebrate.


  Yet the job wasn’t completely done, and the sub-Captain in charge understood that. He began directing Guardsmen to gather the bodies for burial.


  From my point of view, I’d done my share and just stood to watch. One of the other Eldraines, Elias was his name, the man with the other Gifthound—he gave me a nod of respect for my part, and several of the others sought me out as well.


  Then, with the excitement over and done, it was time to head back to the wall.


  I spent the rest of my watch talking to the other Guardsmen. Now that I’d helped to defend the settlement, those Guardsmen of House Voss seemed more willing to talk. I asked them about previous attacks, and a Guardsman named Roberto Duggan, a heavyset man in his forties, told me what he knew.


  “Comes as a nasty surprise, doesn’t it?” he asked me. “To know that these things can appear inside the wall like that.”


  I agreed that it did. “Has it happened before?” I asked.


  “Several times now. It used to be that they would attack the supply carriages—those we send back to the city with what the miners take from the hills. Then they would attack the gates themselves, and we’d fight them back from the walls. Now, it’s like they’ve escalated, appearing every two, three days or so, at random times and places.”


  “Any idea how they do it?” I asked.


  “How they appear, you mean?” the Guardsman said. He offered a shrug. “It’s got to be some kind of Gift, doesn’t it? But I tell you, it isn’t much of a fun thing, that these demonspawn monsters have that sort of Gift as well, you know what I mean? They’re bad enough all by themselves.”


  Maybe that was why sub-Captain Caldwell hadn’t seemed too interested in my information. They’d already been aware of this ability of the demonspawn to use portals.


  I nodded in response to the Guardsman, but to me, there was a flaw in his logic. He was assuming that the enemy was the demonspawn themselves, and not some guiding hand behind them.


  But I felt differently. Out of curiosity, I asked the man about any enemies House Voss had, any conflicts they might have with other Houses. The Guardsman laughed and replied that any House but House Voss could be considered such.


  “Including your own,” the man said with a cynical look in his eye. “It ain’t no secret that the contract my House has with yours isn’t exactly great for both parties.”


  I didn’t give him a reply to that, not directly at any rate. “Other than that, who would you say is the most open with their enmity?” I asked.


  The man thought for a moment, sucking his teeth with his tongue. Eventually, he came up with an answer.


  “That would be House Movallis,” he said. “They’ve been up against us for decades. But there are others as well who would like to see us fail.”


  “House Movallis,” I repeated. I would remember the name. “And their uncommon Gift?” I asked. “Assuming they have one?”


  At this, the look on the man’s face grew sour. “They’re wizards, or near enough to it,” the man spat. “Ritualists. Means there’s not much they can’t figure out how to do, given enough time and motivation.”


  “Including finding a way to bring dozens of demonspawn into the settlement all at once?” I asked.


  The man looked at me with an expression of surprise. Clearly, he hadn’t considered the possibility. But he nodded nevertheless.


  “Maybe. Yeah, they could do that.”


  ***


  After my watch ended for the day, I went back to my hotel suite to clean up and to pay for a couple more days’ stay. After the first night, Lady Celine had indeed taken me up on my offer of the use of one of my rooms, although she was seldom there at the same time as me as we were invariably scheduled for different watches.


  However, she was there that evening, and I continued the conversation I’d started with Roberto with her.


  “Why do they do it?” I mused. “The demonspawn, I mean. Or perhaps whoever is behind them. They appear in the settlement and cause panic and mayhem until the Guardsmen show up. Then they are slaughtered. For what purpose? What does it achieve?”


  To my surprise, Lady Celine had an answer. She responded with a hint of a smile. “It seems that mystery has been solved, as a result of today’s attack.”


  I raised my eyebrows. “How so?”


  “If you were on the wall, you may not have heard. But the other Guardsmen have been talking about it. Lord Alaric himself chose to grace our good Captain Braxton with his presence, and by all reports, he was in a true fury.”


  “Oh?”


  Lady Celine nodded. “Those who heard their discussion said that Lord Alaric threatened to dismiss the Captain himself, as well as every Guardsman present. He wasn’t subtle about it. He was using words like incompetence, failure, disloyalty, and worse. He even accused the Captain of being a traitor.”


  I already knew that Alaric was volatile, but there was danger in such words. And yes, while it was true that if all Guardsmen were to be dismissed, then I would be free to return to the city, doing so under such auspices—the stench of such dishonor would linger for years.


  At the same time, the idea of dismissal seemed slightly off.


  “I would have thought if Lord Alaric truly suspected the Captain of being some sort of traitor, that he would have something harsher in mind than simply dismissal.”


  “The word ‘hanging’ was apparently mentioned as well,” Celine admitted.


  I took a deep breath. “And this is related to the purpose behind these demonic attacks in what way, exactly?” I asked.


  “There was a reason for the Lord’s anger, beyond the attack. It seems that at the same time, there was a theft at the mines.”


  It wasn’t the first time I’d heard about thefts, but the miner I’d spoken to on the first day hadn’t connected those thefts to demonspawn attacks.


  “Could the attack have been just a diversion?” I asked.


  But the lady shrugged. “At the moment, I'm just repeating rumors. No more than that. For all I know, it might be unrelated, or it might have been someone making use of the distraction for a theft of opportunity.”


  She was completely correct, but I couldn’t help but wonder if there was more to it. Maybe there were other thefts during previous attacks, and they simply hadn’t been noticed?


  At the same time, I couldn’t help but think of all the effort required to create demonspawn in the first place, not to mention the difficulty in conjuring them into the settlement. It seemed perhaps a little excessive just to acquire a little gold.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two

  


  It was a day after the battle with the demonspawn when I finally gained my chance to speak with Captain Braxton directly.


  It came about through the fighting arenas. I’d learned that Elias, the cousin of Lucian I’d fought the demonspawn alongside, was another fighter, like me.


  He was a huge man who was known as the most powerfully Gifted Eldraine in the settlement, and his reputation was fierce. He was indomitable, a mountain made of stone, and as the most senior Eldraine present, he had something I wanted.


  He had the ear of Captain Braxton.


  So, naturally, I challenged this cousin to a fight.


  Elias accepted my challenge readily enough. Such was his power that it had been a long while since anyone had challenged him on a one-on-one basis, and even those who fought in teams were wary of the big, powerful noble.


  The match was set for the following day, at the most popular venue. It was no more than a regular tavern, with a large room out back that had a sizable stage at one end. The stage was raised and defined the fighting arena well, and it was big enough to give me a fighting chance.


  I placed a wager on myself to win and got very good odds. I advised Matthas and Lady Celine to do the same. Matthas knew me well enough by then that he simply accepted my word that I could win and did so, but Lady Celine was more cautious.


  “Elias hasn’t been beaten in such a match since he began fighting,” she said. “It is how he supplements his income so that he can live like a true noble even here in Ironhold. Are you certain you wish to go up against him?”


  I gave her a wolfish grin. “He’s not the only noble looking to supplement his income,” I said.


  “Yes, and you’ve shown yourself capable with both your Gift and your sword. But Elias is a true power. In all of our Household, there are few who are stronger or more durable. What good is a sword against someone whose flesh is impervious to steel? And while I don’t pretend to understand your Gift, I have seen it in operation. Perhaps you could use it to remove one of his limbs, but do you really wish to do that? And beyond that, how would it help you?”


  “You will have to watch and see,” I said. “But rest assured, I will not hurt him in any way that he cannot recover from. And my Gift is much more versatile than it might initially appear.”


  I didn’t know whether Lady Celine put a wager on me or not, but I did know that she stood with the rest of the crowd, along with Matthas and the others, to witness the fight.


  As the second afternoon bell started to ring, the fight announcer introduced Elias and me and bade us to begin.


  I stood facing my opponent on the other end of the stage. All of the Eldraine family were tall, as I myself was tall, but Elias was a true monster. He must have been close to seven feet in height before he transformed, and while I’d put on perhaps thirty pounds of muscle since taking over this body, I had a long way to go yet before I could be considered truly formidable.


  Elias, however, bulged with raw power. He was older, a different generation from Lucian, and had the huge hands that some of the family possessed. He was also broad and thick in a way that suggested he could throw boulders long distances or pull up mature trees by the roots.


  Even with my strength-enhancing Heartfire crystal, I couldn’t hope to match him in terms of raw power. And Elias knew it. We’d spoken before, and he’d even watched one of my earlier fights. Clearly, he considered me not much of a challenge.


  “You’re an unusual one,” he said, neither of us having rushed to engage. “And your Gift is unlike any I’ve seen before. You fare well against men with a common Gift, I’ll give you that, but have you ever faced an Eldraine with the Gift of Stoneskin?”


  Judging by his size, I would have expected his voice to be like boulders grinding together. Instead, he spoke in a moderate tenor and came across as considered and articulate, much like Lady Celine.


  More and more, I was growing to understand that there was a disconnect between how the Eldraines were perceived and what they were capable of. Lucian’s family had so much more potential than was being realized.


  “I have not,” I said, answering my cousin’s question. “I’ll try not to hurt you,” I added, with an impudent grin.


  “Ha!” he said, clearly amused by my words. “And out of respect, I shall do the same.”


  Then he transformed, but not fully. I could see the change in the texture of his flesh and knew that a normal sword wouldn’t pierce him, but I also saw that he maintained the same size and bulk, which meant that if he wanted, he could go considerably further.


  At the same time, he lunged toward me, his speed astonishing for such a large man. Perhaps he thought to end the fight before it really began, to overwhelm me with his size and strength.


  And if I had to face him with just my native power, then perhaps he would have done so.


  But I was able to do something that closed the gap between us just enough.


  I activated the Heartfire crystal that increased my own strength and speed, then used my steps and positioning to sway beneath his grasping hands and get behind him. I drew my weapon. Not my sword—for it was at once not powerful enough and too dangerous to wield if I wrapped a rift around the blade—but a secondary weapon I’d stored in my storage rift.


  To those watching, it seemed that I had conjured an oversized war hammer from thin air. This brute was meant for Gifted men; anyone without the Gift would have struggled to raise it. But as I was, with my strength and speed already enhanced by multiple techniques, I was not only able to raise it but swing it as if it weighed next to nothing.


  I swung the hammer at Elias’s side and struck him with a mighty blow. Anyone else would have been floored by the strike. I could have taken chunks out of Ironhold’s wall itself with it.


  But the Stoneskin Gift rose to the challenge and then some. My hammer bounced off Elias’s hide without causing any major damage.


  The huge man did offer a grunt and staggered back, however, and he looked at me with newfound respect.


  “Very good,” he said. “You are faster and stronger than you should be. But not, I wager, strong enough!” With that, he charged toward me again.


  This was not an undisciplined attack. Clearly, he knew what he was doing, and it took all I had to avoid him again. This time, I couldn’t even land a blow in return.


  But one of his words had caught my attention. “Wager, you say?” I asked. Even as he turned to face me again, I favored him with a grin that I tried not to make too feral. “If it’s a wager you seek, then let’s have it.”


  The giant of a man paused. Slowly, he nodded his head.


  “If you like,” he said.


  As we spoke, some of those in the crowd began to shout out. They had come to see a fight, not a discussion. But neither Elias nor I paid them the slightest attention.


  “Name your prize,” I said.


  The big man studied me from across the stage. “I’m not sure that you have anything I need. I have heard you stay in a suite outside the barracks, but so do I. All that remains is coin.”


  I wondered what he would have done if he’d known of my property in the city or my stake in Tristan’s business. But all I said was, “Then pick a nominal amount, and we’ll call it done.”


  The big man started to smile. “Very well. But perhaps I should make it substantial enough to teach you some caution when you lose. How does five hundred silver crowns sound?”


  I almost snorted. He didn’t know it, but I was earning close to that every day. Should things not go awry, the coin I’d bet on this match alone should yield me that when I won.


  Should things go awry—as they could, given the man’s power—I would be able to cover the loss without issue.


  I nodded. “Five hundred crowns,” I agreed.


  “And you? Should you happen to defeat me, what is your prize to be?” No doubt he expected me to name a monetary prize as well, but I had a different idea.


  “I’d like you to get me into a meeting with Captain Braxton,” I said.


  Elias gave me a surprised look. At first, he started to shake his head. “Young Lucian—” he began, but I interrupted.


  “Is it really that onerous a prize I’m asking for?” I said. “Just one meeting. That’s all I ask. And besides, surely you can promise anything you want,” I said. “After all, it’s not like I’m actually going to win, is it?”


  The big man laughed, and I saw that he plainly understood what I was trying to do.


  “You’re baiting me, young Lucian,” he said.


  I just grinned impudently, not denying the fact. “What if I am? What does it matter?”


  Another laugh. “Indeed,” he said. He paused for a moment to consider my words. “Very well,” he said. “If that’s what you wish, then should you best me, that will be your reward.”


  That was all I needed to hear. “Then let’s give these fine people a show,” I said. Then I added one more log to the fire. “But I don’t want to fight you like this. I want to face your full strength so there’s no doubt when I claim the win.”


  Again, the big man laughed, and I appreciated his sense of humor. A more arrogant man would have taken offense at my words.


  “You hope to exhaust me?” he asked. “Because if that is your plan, I’m warning you now that it won’t go well for you.”


  I could see that for myself. His spark was powerful—as strong as any I’d seen in this world so far. Even under a full transformation, he would be able to maintain it for hours.


  I made a gesture indicating that he should go ahead regardless, and he laughed once again. I then sensed him channeling his mana. He cast off his doublet and shirt, exposing a broad, muscular chest.


  Already formidable in his own right, the man-mountain before me grew and swelled, becoming a true giant, perhaps nine feet tall and made of hard stone. He was a true stone golem, the same way that Lady Celine was as well, although Elias’s form was more powerful still.


  Despite myself, I was impressed. I knew that if I missed my step and failed to avoid a blow, then I would be in very grave trouble indeed. But I was still grinning, anticipating the challenge, and the crowd suddenly burst into life, cheering and yelling already at the spectacle before them.


  “Stand ready,” Elias said, and this time his voice was as deep and gravelly as his form suggested. “For I will not hold back.”


  “I would expect no less,” I said.


  And with that, the battle was joined.


  Naturally, the first thing I did was activate my other Heartfire crystal as well, one that I hadn’t yet used in my time at Ironhold. It was my invisibility Heartfire crystal, and to everyone present, it would have looked as if I had just disappeared.


  I knew there was a risk that Elias could still see me if he had the same sort of mana sight ability as I did. But so far, no one I’d met in this world seemed to have cultivated that ability. Yet even if Elias did have the same kind of mana sight ability I had, it would still be hard to focus on my spark, especially if I kept moving—which is indeed what I intended.


  “What the —?” Elias exclaimed. He looked around wildly, seeking me out. No doubt, he had a vague understanding of my uncommon Gift, based on what he’d heard and seen. But in truth, no-one really understood my abilities other than me—and they were growing stronger all the time.


  The invisibility Heartfire crystal’s effects extended to those items that were in contact with my body. My clothing, and, most importantly, the weapons I possessed became invisible as well. So I was able to step forward and smash my hammer into Elias’s back before using my steps to get out of the way before he could respond.


  This time, I’d used more of my strength with the hammer because I knew he could take it. And he did. He gave a grunt and took half a step forward, then spun about with a growl on his stone lips and his enormous hands clutching the air.


  I made no noise at all and conjured a rift above my head that I drew down over my body so that I appeared behind him again. Then I swung my hammer once more, the sound of it striking my cousin indistinguishable from that of striking a boulder.


  The audience was watching, men and women looking all about as if they could have a better chance of seeing me than they did. Some were calling out, others exclaiming in confusion. And in truth, the show we were putting on might not have been the best. After all, they could only see one part of the action.


  But while in these fights, keeping the audience happy was absolutely a consideration, of far greater importance was winning the fight. So I kept at it, using my powers to aid my agility and avoid being seen, hammering blow after blow on my stone-like cousin.


  And his frustration grew with each successful hit. I still wasn’t dealing any real damage, but no one could put up with what I was dealing out forever, especially as I was still testing his strength.


  I didn’t want to accidentally hurt him for real.


  Yet, the fight still was not simple. Elias’s durability was beyond all reason, and his speed and strength were prodigious. Nor was he simply reactive. He was a fighter and did his best to predict where I would strike next even though he couldn’t see me.


  Twice I had to pull out of a strike to avoid a stony, clenched fist. Once he came within a whisker of clipping the top of my head, ruffling my hair as his hand flew by. And I knew that the longer this fight continued, the more likely it was that he would get in a lucky strike, no matter how sure I was of my skills.


  This meant that despite the fact I was enjoying the battle, I needed to do something to end it.


  Fortunately, I was far from out of ideas.


  I had in my arsenal a variety of spells, each yielding different results. I could increase or decrease the gravity within a rift, use it to enhance the volume of my voice, use a rift as a self-contained storage option, and many other things. Sure, my power was not what it once was, but that didn’t limit the flexibility of my Gift. I could even manipulate time within a rift if I wanted, and that could have some interesting effects.


  But the specific type of rift I had in mind then was one I hadn’t used for a long time.


  For defeating Elias before he could randomly cave in my skull, it seemed ideal.


  Within the bounds of a rift, I could alter the spatial tension of the environment, and I could do so to a fairly extreme degree.


  This meant that all I needed to do was create such a rift at the base of one of Elias’s feet, wrap it around him halfway up his shin, and all of a sudden, he couldn’t move that foot at all.


  I could see the moment he understood that something had happened. He stopped himself midway through another swing and turned to look at his foot.


  “What the?” he muttered for the second time during the fight, then put all his might into trying to extricate himself from my trap.


  I had increased the spatial tension within that rift as high as I could and anchored the rift itself to a certain point in space. For a moment, I thought that Elias’s prodigious strength might be enough, that he might actually be able to pull himself free, but after several seconds of trying, it became clear that my trap was too formidable, and he couldn’t move his foot.


  “What have you done?” he called out, his frustration morphing into something akin to true anger.


  Still invisible, I stayed out of his reach. “Don’t worry, it won’t hurt you,” I said.


  The only response was the sound of his voice, a cry of rage, and frantic swings of his arms left and right. He was like a whirlwind made of rock, and if I’d hoped to approach, I would’ve had to tread lightly to evade his guard.


  But I didn’t need to approach him head-on. If I so wished, I could’ve opened a rift to transport me behind him and mount an attack from that angle.


  Almost as if he had read my thoughts, he abruptly turned as much as he could and defended himself from that direction as well.


  I couldn’t help but smile. He’d learned a thing or two about me during the fight, but one thing he hadn’t taken into account was that I could keep several rifts in place at one time. More and more, as the days passed, and for longer as well.


  I created another rift like the one holding his foot and wrapped his left hand in it up to his wrist. Now he was properly trapped, one foot and one hand, and I wasn’t done yet.


  Two more rifts, and he was completely stuck. And I could move those rifts however I wished.


  I did so, holding the man spread-eagled, standing upright on the stage, and completely unable to move. For long moments, he tried nevertheless, straining against my power for all he was worth.


  When I judged he was done, I cut off the flow of mana to my invisibility crystal and appeared in front of his face. I still had my oversized hammer, but I held it casually, resting on my shoulder. I looked him in the eye, assessing the level of shock I saw there, and lifted my hammer. But I didn’t swing it with any real intent. I just casually rested the face of it against Elias’s cheek and asked him a question.


  “Do you yield?”


  The crowd went wild. They couldn’t exactly tell what had happened, but they could see Elias straining and knew that, somehow, I’d negated all of his strength.


  Perhaps he could have withstood me wailing on him with my hammer for some time, but in truth, what would have been the point? The man struggled for another few moments, and I wondered if he had truly given in to his rage.


  But then, all of a sudden, he burst out into a grin.


  “Well, I can’t do much of anything else, can I?” he asked me. “Yes, dammit, you got me. I yield.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three

  


  After the fight, I collected my winnings and stashed them in my storage rift along with those from previous fights. In my time at the settlement so far, I had earned close to a thousand silver crowns, and that didn’t include my wages for working as a Guardsman, which pittance would be paid at the end of the week.


  Having done that, I invited Elias to a tavern to drink, and I did this for multiple reasons. First, he was my cousin and potentially my most powerful ally so far. I may have beaten him in a fight, smashing him with an oversized hammer again and again, but that didn’t mean there had to be rancor between us. Especially as he had so far given every indication of being a decent guy, the type of noble I might have been friends with back on my world.


  In addition, we had our agreement to discuss, and I wanted to get to that with appropriate haste. Buying the big man a drink or two was therefore a prudent investment. While I preferred wine and spirits, we were no longer in the city, and the preferred beverage out here in the wilds of the settlement was ale.


  While I would drink that if there was no better option, it seemed that Elias actually enjoyed it. And, as might have been expected for such a big man, his capacity was prodigious.


  He drained two flagons in quick succession and paused midway through his third to stifle a belch before draining that as well. He made a noise of contentment as he sat the empty vessel down on the table between us and looked at me.


  “I always get thirsty after a good fight, and that was the best I’ve had in a long time.”


  I gave him a curious look. “You don’t mind that you lost?”


  “Of course I mind!” he said. “But it was a fair contest, your skill and Gift against mine, and you won, beating me fairly. In fact, I get the distinct impression that you were holding back.”


  Again, I found myself impressed with an Eldraine family member. There was no bluster, no promises to beat me in a rematch, no excuses at all. Just a simple admission of defeat, combined with an unexpected insight as well.


  I nodded briefly and took a swallow from my own drink. “I could have killed you within the first moments,” I admitted. Then I added an implied grin. “But I thought that might be a bit rude, given that we are cousins and all.”


  The big man’s eyes bulged as he looked at me. Then he uttered a bark of a laugh. “You know, I actually believe you,” he said. “That Gift of yours… there is some versatility to it, and power as well.”


  Then he tilted his head at an angle. “Tell me, how does an Eldraine exhibit such a Gift? Especially an Eldraine who until recently, from what I heard, hadn’t exhibited much potential at all, outside of a half-decent knack for fencing?”


  I knew before setting out for Ironhold that there were dangers that I might face. Physical dangers were a given, but I carried a secret with me that I knew I should never share. That secret was, of course, that I was no Eldraine.


  But no matter how perceptive these cousins of mine were, the idea that I was not who I seemed to be was just too far a leap. So I simply shrugged off the big man’s question.


  “It seemed to awaken not long ago, when I was kidnapped and beaten, my memories scrambled,” I said. “Maybe it was there before that, but I just didn’t know it. Maybe the experience quickened it in some way. As for why a Gift like this should suddenly appear in a House known for another entirely… well, you would have to ask someone more knowledgeable than me. But I have to say, I’m glad to have it as it has proven useful.”


  The big man was nodding as if everything I had said made perfect sense.


  “No doubt,” he said.


  The conversation drifted a bit then, with Elias asking about news of certain family members whom he hadn’t heard from since the start of his stint as a Guardsman. I answered as well as I could, but in truth, my knowledge of the goings on in the Eldraine House was spotty at best, limited to what Lucian knew—and the young noble hadn’t been particularly interested.


  Still, Elias seemed satisfied, and by the time he’d downed his tankard, the topic turned to our personal wager.


  “So,” he said, “you want to speak to the Captain.”


  I nodded. “I do.”


  “Might be tough. May I ask why?”


  The truth was that I wanted to get back to my businesses in the city as soon as I could, and talking to the Captain was a necessary step in that process. But all I said to Elias was, “I think I can help.”


  “Help with what?” Elias asked.


  I gestured around. “The demonspawn. The thefts that go with them. I think I can help to solve that particular problem.”


  The big man still appeared completely sober despite the prodigious amount of ale he’d drunk in such a short time. Either his sheer size acted as a buffer for the alcohol’s effects or he was very experienced at drinking. Or perhaps the way he’d developed his channels made him resistant to becoming drunk.


  “Your Gift is unusual,” he began, “but I don’t see how it might help—”


  I grinned at him. “Maybe I wasn’t talking about my Gift,” I said.


  “Then what?”


  I wasn’t yet willing to lay all my cards on the table. “If you get me into a meeting with Captain Braxton, you will find out then.”


  It wasn’t what the big man wanted to hear. He shook his head the way people did when they were about to give an unwelcome answer. “I don’t know if I can—” he began.


  I cut him off once again.


  “We had a wager,” I said. “A wager that I won. If you weren’t prepared to follow through with your forfeit, then perhaps you shouldn’t have agreed to the wager at all.”


  I didn’t mention honor. I didn’t want to risk enraging this man. He was my cousin and, if I played it right, my ally. But the idea of dishonor hung in the air, nonetheless, and both of us knew it.


  “Do I need to threaten you?” I asked.


  The way I said it was light and impudent, an appeal to his sense of humor more than anything else. The fact that we both knew I could indeed threaten him—and make good on that threat—was secondary.


  It had the desired effect. The big man laughed anew. “Young Lucian, I swear you are full of surprises. Never in a million years would I have believed you could best me in a fair fight, and the way you comport yourself… well, I only wish I'd had your poise at your age.”


  I just kept grinning, waiting him out. Finally, the big man gave a sharp nod.


  “Okay. I will bring you along to the Captain’s meeting. It’s when Captain Braxton meets with his advisers, his sub-Captains, and a few others. But it will be up to you to defend your presence. Should the Captain throw you out before saying a word, there is nothing I can do. Does that fulfill the terms of our bargain?”


  I didn’t hesitate. “It does,” I said.


  “Then order me another flagon from your winnings, and we will drink to that!”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four

  


  The next Captain’s meeting was scheduled for the sixth morning bell the following day. I was to be on the wall by the eighth morning bell, so the timing worked well for me. The early hour wasn’t an issue, as by then, I was normally engaged in my regular practice session, ensuring that my swordwork and Gifts were on point and integrated as well as they could be with my steps and positions.


  The meeting itself was held in a room designed for that purpose, just off the main hall. While the walk from my hotel suite was unpleasantly cold, with flurries of icy rain—more hail than snow—the meeting room and the corridor outside it were pleasantly warm.


  I didn’t want to give anyone the chance to order me out before I could state my case, so I waited in the corridor until the Captain himself made an appearance. I gave him a moment or two to get settled, and then I entered with Elias at my side.


  The meeting room was furnished simply, with a large wooden table surrounded by a number of chairs. Captain Braxton had seated himself at the head of the table, which was appropriate, even if there were more senior nobles present, given his rank and authority in this situation. Many of the other sub-Captains were present, as well as another senior Eldraine—a cousin of mine whom I vaguely recognized.


  To my surprise, a man I’d once seen before was also there. He was the adviser to Alaric Voss, a man whose name I didn’t know, who had at that time seemed to want to avoid being noticed, including minimizing the appearance of his spark.


  I instinctively didn’t trust him.


  The sub-Captains were chatting among themselves before the meeting formally started. I found one of the empty seats close to Elias and sat down as if I had every right to do so.


  I hadn’t anticipated going unnoticed. If that had been my goal, I would have activated my invisibility crystal and made my way in like that.


  So it wasn’t a huge surprise when one of the sub-Captains—sub-Captain Caldwell, of course—almost immediately spoke up.


  “What is this man doing here?” he demanded.


  Elias had said that he couldn’t defend my presence, but he tried to lend me his assistance, nevertheless.


  “He is here as my guest,” he began, but the sub-Captain was having none of it.


  “My Lord Eldraine, you well know that as a guest at this gathering yourself, you have no standing to invite guests yourself.”


  It was a clear rebuke, and in terms of the rules of decorum, he was absolutely correct. Sub-Captain Caldwell then turned to me.


  “Young Lucian, I have spoken with you before in this regard. Whatever weight your birthright offered you elsewhere holds no sway here. This is a property of the House of Voss, and as such, our rules apply. So, please, remove yourself from this table so that those who are meant to be here can conduct our business.”


  The man did not raise his voice, nor did he seem particularly angry, but he did manage to inject his words with significant scorn. If he’d told off Elias just a few moments before, that was nothing compared to the telling off he had just delivered to me.


  No doubt, he expected a young noble such as I appeared to be humiliated by the verbal slap I had received. No doubt, he expected me to quickly apologize, bow in respect, and take my leave. He had effectively given me no other option.


  But I was far from the youthful noble I seemed to be, and I was very much used to getting my way. And I was there now, in the Captain’s presence, and I had no intention of letting this opportunity slip by without making at least an attempt to catch the Captain’s interest.


  Captain Braxton himself was ignoring my intrusion almost completely, although he had paused in his conversation with the man at his side.


  I knew I could force the issue and use my uncommon Gift, even there, surrounded by men and women with well-developed sparks and powerful channels, and force them to listen to me. But that could only go badly for my future relationship with these men, and that included Elias, as anything I did here would reflect on him as well.


  So, I started to do what Sub-Captain Caldwell expected. I stood and offered a bow to the general table. But then I started to speak.


  “Please forgive the intrusion. You are exactly correct in that I have no valid place among you.” Then, I went a little off-script. “If I’ve caused any offense by my presence, I apologize for that as well, and I hope that my actions will not be held against my cousin, Elias. But there is a reason for my presence here. I have information that has bearing on the matter of the demonspawn attacks.”


  I’d said considerably more than was required for a polite exit, and those at the table were beginning to pay attention. Sub-Captain Caldwell’s irritation was beginning to show.


  “Enough with the apologies,” he said. “Kindly take your leave, and do so swiftly!”


  Again, I bowed politely.


  “Of course, of course,” I said. I saw that I now had the attention of everyone at the table, including the Captain himself. “I just thought you might like to know that the demonspawn are not attacking of their own volition.”


  I said it casually, as if it wasn’t a major announcement, but I also showed no sign of turning to leave, and that was what sub-Captain Caldwell latched onto.


  “Boy!” he began, and I was prepared to continue if my gambit hadn’t yet worked. But Captain Braxton held out a hand to prevent his man from going further.


  “What do you mean?” he demanded.


  Without missing a beat, I placed an item that I’d held in my hand since before the start of the meeting on the table before me. It was small, no bigger than the last joint of my first finger, and if a person studied it closely enough, they would have been able to make out a small rune carved into its surface.


  “Captain Braxton, when you welcomed those I was traveling with to the settlement, we spoke of a demonspawn attack outside the walls of the settlement. You were particularly interested in the abilities these demonspawn had that appeared similar to those shown by men with uncommon Gifts. This is a Heartfire crystal that I took off one of the demonspawn in question. It gives the possessor the ability to create an aura of terror.”


  There was an immediate uproar, and that reaction told me that nobody had considered the option before, at least not seriously. Everybody spoke at once, with some immediately protesting that it wasn’t possible, while others gave the idea credence.


  More than once, I heard the name Movallis mentioned.


  Several of those present asked questions directly, but it was Alaric’s adviser who turned that question into an accusation.


  “You could have gotten that crystal anywhere,” he said, his voice oily and disdainful.


  I was growing tired of not getting the respect I was accustomed to automatically. Even though the rules were different here in the settlement, my response to this man’s words was automatic.


  “Are you doubting my word as a noble and an ally to House Voss?” I demanded.


  At this, the general hubbub around the table died down, and Alaric’s man looked briefly uncertain. With Alaric’s protection, I couldn’t exactly call the man out, but here, for once, my apparent youth may have worked in my favor. For all this man knew, I might not be aware of the subtleties of the interactions here, so I might just act in ways that wiser men would not.


  The man muttered something that could have been an apology but may not have been as well, and before the situation could escalate, the Captain himself stepped in.


  “I’m sure nobody meant to question your words,” the Captain said, treating me with the dignity of my status as opposed to my age. “But there is an assumption behind them. Perhaps it is possible that the demonspawn from whom you gained this crystal didn’t get it from an ally but from a victim. If that is the case, then the demonspawn might still be acting alone.”


  I turned my attention away from Alaric’s man and gave the Captain a nod. “If this was an isolated instance, then I would have to agree. But there was at least one other demonspawn during the attack that displayed the equivalence of an uncommon Gift, and you yourself suggested that such had been seen before. To me, this is suggestive.”


  The Captain paused to ponder my words. “It would explain much if the demonspawn did have allies,” he said. He paused for a moment, and Alaric’s man again used the opportunity to launch an attack that was close to an accusation.


  “If you had this knowledge, and this crystal with you since your arrival here at Ironhold, why did you not make your theories known earlier?”


  At this, sub-Captain Caldwell cleared his throat. I hadn’t expected the man to be on my side, but the look he gave Alaric’s man suggested an enmity there. In any event, he spoke up in my defense.


  “My dear Eamon Callis, you well know that we have rules in place limiting how much access a man such as Lucian Eldraine here has to the command structure. It is aimed at maintaining a certain balance among the men. To show that just because one is a noble, they don’t necessarily gain any particular privileges.”


  It wasn’t entirely true, from my recollection. I could have given my information to the sub-Captain himself, if I’d chosen to do so. But it was enough to blunt Eamon’s attack, as well as giving me the man’s name.


  I seized my advantage. “Perhaps that rule might be relaxed to some degree,” I suggested.


  Sub-Captain Caldwell glanced at the Captain, who barely gave the matter a moment of thought.


  “This man—Lucian, you say?—has proven himself to be useful,” he said.


  I stifled a grin. I’d gotten what I came for. I gave the Captain a bow of respect and scooped up the Heartfire crystal from its place on the table. “I apologize for the intrusion and will now take my leave.”


  I would have turned my words into actions. I’d done all I came to do. But the Captain himself raised a hand to stop me.


  “A moment,” he said. I paused, and he continued, “Might I see this crystal more closely?” he asked.


  Without hesitation, I moved closer to him and handed it over. The man looked at it closely, then looked back to me.


  “Have you tried it?” he asked.


  “I have. I directed the stream of mana to activate it. To deactivate it, I just throttled that mana.”


  Again, the Captain nodded. He looked around the table. “Brace yourselves,” he said. “I do not know how strong this aura of terror it produces will be.”


  It was clear to one and all what the Captain intended, and I had no wish to stop him. I just guarded my mind as well as I could with a rift of protection, and moments later, the Captain unleashed.


  The effect was immediate and pronounced. The aura impacted everyone present, to a greater or lesser degree. Their expressions became pained, all with many evincing something close to panic, horror, and fear, all in combination.


  One or two of those present let out a wail, and even Elias, as durable as he was, couldn’t suppress a moan.


  Eamon Callis went so far as to clutch at his temples and wail, “Make it stop, please, make it stop,” and sub-Captain Caldwell lost all the color in his face.


  Only I was largely untouched, and that was because of my defense. The rift I’d created took the aura before it could touch me and projected it back out again.


  The Captain didn’t maintain the aura for long. He let it fade swiftly—to the combined relief of everyone present.


  As the others recovered, he turned to me. “Impressive,” he said. “You faced this in battle?” I nodded, and he seemed contemplative again. “I can see a definite use for such an ability. Tell me, are you willing to let it go? Would you sell it to me?”


  If I had been one of his men, the Captain could have simply claimed the crystal by right. But I was not one of his men, not directly anyway, and I was a noble as well. The rules regarding such things were clear. Spoils from a battle were mine to keep.


  I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Captain Braxton, but I will not sell this to you.” He seemed disappointed, but I wasn’t yet done. “I will, however, offer it to you as a gift.”


  The man couldn’t quite hide his surprise.


  “You would give up such a prize, and for free as well?”


  He didn’t know that I not only had several more such crystals on my person, but that I also had a supply of them on tap. I wasn’t exactly being generous. Instead, I was adhering to a fundamental principle of good business.


  The first one is free. Get them hooked, and you have a customer for life.


  “My own Gift is more than sufficient,” I replied.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five

  


  Later, when my watch had begun, I was standing on the wall by myself, with the nearest other Guardsman more than twenty feet away.


  I knew that I’d planted some seeds, but to truly get what I wanted, for myself and the Eldraine family as a whole, I needed more. When the time came, I would offer the Captain a supply of Heartfire crystals at a reasonable price—but not too reasonable—and he would jump at the chance, especially if those Heartfire crystals gave his men the right abilities to help them defend their settlement.


  If I did that, it would render the contract between House Voss and the Eldraines effectively obsolete.


  But I wasn’t naive enough to believe that would be enough. After all, House Voss had the Eldraines in a bind, and why would they let us go? Just because they didn’t have to make use of the contract that bound us didn’t mean that they wouldn’t. Especially as it made more sense to put the Eldraines at risk instead of those of House Voss.


  Which meant that I needed some kind of leverage.


  Ideally, the leverage would be on the Baron himself, but that wasn’t going to happen. The best I could envision was gaining leverage on Alaric, enough so that he was obliged to speak to his father on our behalf.


  As for what that leverage might be, I didn’t yet know, but I was sure that the situation with the demonspawn might offer an opportunity or two.


  I just needed to keep looking, and sooner or later, something I could use would turn up.


  These thoughts and more went through my mind as I earned my silver crown for that day, standing in the cold, wintery weather.


  I found myself wondering how Adrian might be doing back in the city. Had he found a broker as I’d asked? I could only hope that Tristan and Garrick weren’t becoming too frustrated with the delays on that side, although, in truth, there was plenty to do even without my direct input.


  I wondered if I was going to have to follow through with my threat and murder Count Thornwood for the price of my rent. I knew I could send a letter or two with the caravans that regularly journeyed from Ironhold back to the city, and I intended to do just that should there be a need. But for the time being, I was content to wait a few more days.


  As it turned out, I didn’t have to wait that long at all. I was only halfway through my watch that very day before the first in a sequence of events occurred that provided just the sort of opportunity I was looking for.


  That first event was another demonspawn attack.


  I’d hoped that when the next demonspawn attack happened, I would be close enough that I could react far quicker than last time. But such was not the case. As soon as the bells began ringing, I strained my senses to their utmost and found that the demonspawn incursion was even farther away from me than before.


  I muttered a curse under my breath. I could have used the same techniques as last time, activating the crystal that enhanced my speed and strength and hurrying in the right direction.


  But with the Winterling’s gift still resonating within me, I’d grown in strength enough to try something new.


  I conjured the most powerful gravity rift I could, positioning it above me, hoping as I did that it would be strong enough. Almost at once, I felt the pull of that rift and felt a sense of deep satisfaction. It would suffice. I brought it closer, raising both hands toward it, and it drew me into the air.


  It was just a few inches, and I could feel the strain on my arms, but that minor discomfort was balanced by a sense of satisfaction that I’d regained enough strength for this to work.


  I didn’t spend more than the briefest of moments congratulating myself. Instead, I moved the rift higher, keeping my hands within it as it drew me along with it. Soon, I was ten to fifteen feet in the air, and from there, I was able to accelerate without the risk of the rift leaving me behind.


  As the ground fell away, a surge of exhilaration washed through me. The sensation of flying, the wind rushing past, was a rare pleasure. I angled the rift to take me toward where I sensed the incursion, and in a matter of seconds, I was soaring through the air three, maybe four times as fast as I could go on the ground.


  I knew that I could have used the same binding rift I’d used on Elias to do the same job, but in truth, I preferred the flexibility that came with using a gravity rift instead.


  I didn't have to follow the streets and could just fly over anything that I otherwise would have had to maneuver around. The freedom was exhilarating, and I wondered that I hadn’t done it very often in my past life.


  The settlement wasn’t huge, just a few thousand people. Nor did I have to traverse the whole of it. If the shape of the settlement could be defined as a rough, uneven oval, I cut across the greater part of the narrower end.


  My route took me past the finest of Ironhold homes, including that of the Baron’s son himself. No doubt, the Baron would have lived in a true palace. But here in the mining settlement, Alaric’s accommodations were not so grand. My own property, the one I had won from Count Thornwood, would have been on par.


  Alaric’s residence was positioned to overlook the mining operation itself, and that’s where my senses drew me. The last time the demonspawn had attacked, it had been a diversion, with the true target being the ore being mined.


  This time, it seemed the hand behind these attacks was being more direct.


  I came in to land with some disappointment, the joy of the flight already fading. I could already see more than a dozen demonspawn creating carnage and chaos. But this part of town was more heavily guarded than most others, with Voss Guardsmen already on site, their pistols drawn and firing, and many of them standing strong with spears and pikes at the ready.


  I caused a stir among the defenders when I dropped out of the sky, but they were too busy to concern themselves with that. Men and women were shouting, telling each other to watch out, to defend the line, and more. The demonspawn were giving voice to their hellish shrieks and guttural roars, and if anything, they were more hell-bent on destruction than last time.


  This time, the portal the demonspawn were using to infiltrate the settlement remained active. I could sense it among the densest concentration of demonspawn and could even see new monsters materializing from within it.


  Already, the Guardsmen were outnumbered. Unless more arrived soon, they—we—could be in serious trouble.


  Even worse, a quick glance was enough to tell me that some of these demonspawn, a small but not insignificant number, carried Heartfire crystals as well.


  All in all, this was already a much more serious attack.


  “Watch for powers!” I shouted to the defenders as I drew my sword and dagger. I coated both blade edges with my usual rifts, extending said rifts at least two feet beyond the tips. Simultaneously, I activated my strength and speed-enhancing crystal, and then I began to dance.


  I became an embodiment of death and destruction, using a combination of my steps and movements to move from one target to the next, interspersing this with the judicious use of different rift types.


  Sometimes, I hurled deadly rifts at more distant targets, and sometimes, I drew a rift over myself, traversing twenty feet or more in the blink of an eye.


  I started where the most imperiled Guardsmen were, and against my power, no demon could stand. Wrapped in my magic, my blades could shear through diamonds without effort, so the flesh of demonspawn meant nothing. I sliced off limbs and heads, hacked monstrous creatures in half, and split others straight down the middle.


  At the same time, I had to keep my wits about me, for while I conjured a shield rift as well, I kept that simple so I could balance everything out. That shield rift protected no more than my chest and my back, allowing anything that struck me there to pass through.


  But that didn’t mean I was immune to attacks on other parts of my body, or indeed to the stray shots from the occasional pistol the Guardsmen still fired.


  I saved a random miner from a pair of demonspawn looming above him, cutting through both with a single spinning attack and moving on before anyone, miner or slaughtered demonspawn both, was even aware the assailants were dead.


  I hurled myself toward a demonspawn releasing some sort of inky black darkness from its mouth toward a trio of defenders who seemed paralyzed at the dark fog’s touch. I came at this creature from behind and sheared through its back to prevent it from turning at the same time as I lopped off its head.


  I didn’t stick around to see if the defenders would recover once the dark fog dispersed, as there was simply too much more to do. From the corner of my eye, I witnessed a demonspawn walking into a volley of shots. The creature went down, and I privately applauded the efforts of the Guardsman involved.


  But this monster was one of those with a crystal, and I could see from my mana sight that it wasn’t yet dead. Its spark was still active, the crystal as well, and something was happening within it.


  I hurled a rift at a monster that was foolish enough to be heading my way, and that rift missed its target by the width of a hand. Instead of taking the creature’s head off completely, my rift sheared through its skull, merely removing the top of its head.


  The creature crumbled even as the one I was watching heaved itself back to its feet. I was incredulous. I didn’t know the nature of its injury due to the volley of pistol fire, but what I did know was that it should have stayed down.


  All at once, I understood the nature of the crystal it wore. It was a healing crystal, and, like me, it took the Guardsmen who’d fired by surprise.


  One of them wasn’t quick enough to step away, and the demonspawn reached out with a clawed hand that would disembowel him.


  I was too far away for any of my individual attacks to make a difference, but I combined two, dropping a rift over myself so that my upper half was closer and then hurling a rift from the end of my blade.


  The monster with the healing crystal howled as its arm fell away at the elbow and whirled toward me. By then, I was through my rift completely, and I hurled three more rifts, one after the other, at the foul creature.


  Given the nature of its crystal, I didn’t want to leave it to chance that my efforts might not be enough. For all I knew, the monster might be able to regrow its limbs or somehow reattach its head to its neck. So I crossed the distance between us and removed the Heartfire crystal the beast wore on a bracelet around its wrist.


  “Are you injured?” I said to the man whose life I’d surely saved. He stared at me for a moment, then shook his head.


  “Then either get out of the way or help the others,” I said.


  The man nodded mutely and began the process of reloading his pistol as I turned back to the fray.


  By then, more defenders had arrived from both House Eldraine and House Voss, and I saw Lady Celine among them. But the number of attackers had increased as well, even as the corpses continued to pile up.


  This attack was far more ambitious than the last one, and I figured that I might be best placed to stop it.


  So I made my way over to Lady Celine, slaughtering demonspawn left and right as I did, and I spoke to her over the noise of combat.


  “I’m going to close their portal,” I said to her, “to stop the demonspawn entering!”


  Lady Celine was in her stone golem form and had Hunter at her side in his, and they were pummeling a pair of powerful demonspawn between them. She nodded at me and said, “Do it!” and even though I wasn’t asking permission, having her know what I planned was better than not.


  I took the opportunity to send a rift through the spine of the strongest of her opponents, and then made my way to the portal.


  I whirled and sliced with my sword and dagger both, cutting through swathes of demonspawn monsters as I sought to open up some space around the portal. For added safety, I activated my invisibility crystal as well, giving the demonspawn no visible target. And still, I kept at it, never staying in the same spot for even a second, and keeping the rifts wrapped around my blade active.


  By then, I could maintain such rifts for many minutes at a time, but I could feel I was closing in on my limits. Soon, I would have to release at least some of them and give myself time to recover before I could cast them again.


  However, for the moment, I needed them all in place, so I hung on and built up a pile of demonspawn corpses around the portal.


  Finally, I cleared the way, at least for a moment, and used my mana sight to study the portal.


  It was similar to the rifts I created but different as well. I sensed it had a physical anchor and looked down to see a pattern of runes on the stony ground, and my first thought was to simply disrupt them.


  But another demonspawn stepped through the portal and took my attention.


  This one was massive, with a powerful spark and well-defined energy channels, and it wore a Heartfire crystal as well. I didn’t want to give it the chance to do any harm at all, so I dispatched it at once, carving it into several sections in the blink of an eye.


  In that time, I came to a decision. That the demonspawn were being used by someone else was a given. But I had little more than speculation as to who that someone was, and what their purpose might be.


  And I figured that whoever it was, they were likely even then on the other side of this portal.


  The portal was not transparent. I couldn’t see through to the other side, but rather I was looking upon nothing but a vague shimmer in the air. This meant there could be an army through there, just a couple of men, or anything in between.


  I was aware of the risks. For this portal to even exist suggested that somewhere on the other side of it, there was a person—man or woman—of enormous power.


  I was also aware that the contract between House Voss and Eldraine specified defense, not offense, and that meant I would be well within my rights to ignore the portal before me.


  Still, I didn’t hesitate.


  With both my blades at the ready, I grinned to myself and stepped over the threshold.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six

  


  In my past life, I’d traversed tens of thousands of portals, most of them of my own creation.


  But this one was different. There was a moment of cold and then the sensation of being wrenched through space, neither of which were unusual. However, this portal jangled my nerves in a way that set my teeth on edge.


  It was as if my power, the Gift that I had cultivated and nurtured for decades in my previous life, clashed somehow with this portal. Perhaps because my Gift and this magic were similar enough to create a sort of resonance.


  If I’d possessed another Gift entirely, there might have been no interaction at all.


  But as it was, it felt like a punch to the solar plexus. My spark flared up uncomfortably within me, and the next thing I knew, I was on my hands and knees, gasping for breath, my blades spilled from my grasp.


  The shock also made me lose control of my power.


  At that stage, at that moment, I had several storage rifts activated and attached to various items on my person. These were self-sustaining and required no ongoing input from me, so they didn’t spontaneously blink out of existence, spilling the various items I’d stored away into a messy pile.


  However, the invisibility crystal I was using did require a constant stream of mana to remain active, as did my shield rift, and of course the rifts I’d wrapped around my blades.


  Every one of them blinked out of existence, and in addition to trying to catch my breath in a loud enough manner that would have attracted attention, I was suddenly visible once more.


  Furthermore, I was no longer in Ironhold.


  “What is this?” someone exclaimed. Beyond that, I heard a medley of other sounds: rhythmic chanting, the distant sound of men wailing, and closer, further sounds I couldn’t decipher. Yet, it was the sense of evil, the same indication of demonic presence, that spurred me swiftly back to my senses.


  “Looks like we have a visitor,” said a second voice. “How brave, to step through a portal into the unknown like that. Or foolish.”


  I scrabbled for my weapons and forced myself back to my feet, then looked quickly around.


  A small part of me had noticed that the rain had suddenly stopped falling, and the ground I’d stumbled upon was dry. It wasn’t a stretch to assume that I was somewhere inside, but that wasn’t exactly the case. The air around me had a peculiar stillness, and the words and sounds I was hearing all came with an echo.


  I wasn’t inside a building but rather a cave.


  Make that a cavern. This thing was enormous, like a cathedral, complete with a selection of glistening stalactites and stalagmites of varying sizes. How it all was lit, I didn’t see, nor did I care. Of far greater interest were the men and women nearby.


  At least one of those who’d spoken appeared to be some sort of soldier, and he wasn’t alone. There were others, a couple of dozen at least, all of them garbed in light armor.


  They had weapons drawn, but most of them weren’t looking my way. Instead, they were guarding a similar number of demonspawn, monsters one and all, but it seemed that such precautions weren’t entirely necessary.


  The demonspawn weren’t howling or creating havoc. Instead, they were as docile as if they were drugged.


  Along with the soldiers and demonspawn, there was another group of men and women gathered in a circle. They were chanting, and I could see the power within each of them. Each of the chanters was powerfully Gifted, with both common and uncommon Gifts, and I knew it was them who were responsible for the portal.


  The power required to open such a rift was enormous. That it was being managed by a group of men acting in concert rather than someone acting alone was something of a relief.


  Two others watched me closely. One had the look of a military man used to command. No doubt, he was in charge of the soldiers.


  The other was Gifted, a noble as well, but he seemed at odds with the others.


  There was one more thing that I noticed in the moment before things started to happen. That was the insignia worn by the soldiers. I’d seen it before.


  Whatever House these men belonged to, it was the same as the House of the soldiers who had worked with Lady Delamere.


  “No matter,” said the noble who looked out of place, “I can control him just as I can control the demonspawn, and then you can do as you like.”


  Perhaps if this was the first time my Gift had been rattled, I wouldn’t have been able to regather my concentration so swiftly. But I’d battled demons and monsters and powerfully Gifted men and women for decades back on my world. More than one had a Gift that interrupted my concentration, however briefly.


  And while I hadn’t expected to feel the same here, I was just as able to regather myself.


  The noble, who’d so readily dismissed me, had made a mistake.


  He had announced his intentions and effectively warned me what he could do. Again, Lady Delamere came to mind. Her House had a mind control Gift of some sort, and while I didn’t know if this man was of her House or not, it sounded like he had the same type of Gift.


  Even as I regained control of my breathing, I conjured the same sort of rift that had protected me from Lady Delamere—and from the aura crystal—and slammed it in place.


  Just like back in that alley, I felt the weight of this man’s mind control Gift slamming against my defenses and had to grit my teeth under the impact.


  Even though he was clearly stronger than Lady Delamere had been, my mind remained my own for long enough to activate my enhanced strength and speed crystal before I cast a rift in his direction, not caring in the least that he was a noble and that murdering him could come with unforeseen ramifications.


  Then several things happened at once.


  As the noble clasped at a sudden hole where his chest used to be, the weight on my mind suddenly lifted. He made a gurgling sound and sank to his knees, and all of a sudden, it was as if the demonspawn were starting to wake up.


  At this, the group of Gifted individuals who were chanting started to falter, and I sensed that the portal might shatter.


  I knew I had only moments to spare if I wanted to get back to the mining settlement, so I acted.


  I once again called on my enhanced speed and strength because the military man had a formidable spark and I didn’t want to take chances.


  Then I cast a rift designed for a particular purpose. It blocked his airways by molding to his face and not allowing any air to pass through.


  He responded like anyone else who suddenly lost the ability to breathe.


  He panicked.


  That gave me the freedom I needed to sheath my weapons as I lunged at him. I knocked him to the ground before using my speed and strength to pick him back up and throw him over my shoulder. Then, with the portal starting to flicker, I launched myself back toward it and through.


  This time, I was prepared for the transition. It still felt like I had been kicked by a horse, but I gritted my teeth and bore it, doing my best not to lose control of my abilities.


  This time, instead of falling to my knees and gasping for breath the moment I made it through, I was able to remain standing.


  My prisoner was struggling hard against me, and I let him fall to the ground. He landed with a grunt that was stifled by my rift blocking off his air, and he began clawing at his face in a panic as if that would help.


  “Calm down and you’ll live,” I said. “For now.”


  He wasn’t really in a position to listen. So I took a moment to make sure that I was in no immediate danger, stripped the man of his weapons, including a pistol and a sword, and then let the rift dissipate so the man could breathe once again.


  But I had no intention of letting him escape my clutches. I needed answers, and whether he liked it or not, he was going to provide them.


  But this confrontation wasn’t over yet, which meant I still had things to do. So, I took a deep breath to calm myself from the effects of the portal and created the same kind of rift that had helped me in my fight with Elias.


  This man lacked Elias’s sheer power, so a single rift was enough to hold him in place. I used it to bind the man’s right arm up to his elbow and anchored the rift on the ground to prevent him from standing.


  He started to speak, to cast threats in my direction, but I ignored him completely. I turned back to the portal and considered what I might do to collapse it completely. But whatever was happening on the other side, the Gifted men and women acting in concert weren’t able to keep it together.


  The portal flickered a couple more times and then, without fanfare, it disappeared for good.


  The battle still raged around me. I’d managed to maintain the activation of my strength and speed crystal, and I very much wanted to do something physical to clear out the last sense of discomfort I felt from using the portal.


  So, with a full grin twisting my lips, I once again drew my sword and dagger and coated each blade with a rift.


  “Stay put,” I said to my captive. “We’ll have more fun later.”


  Then, once again, I started to dance.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven

  


  It took less than five minutes for the fighting to be over. Even as I targeted those few demonspawn with Heartfire crystals, more and more Guardsmen, both of House Voss and Eldraine, showed up.


  The demonspawn were wild, chaotic, and powerful, but the Guardsmen had power as well. Every one of them had at least an uncommon Gift, and by itself, that was enough to balance the scales. With the uncommonly Gifted Eldraines—by then, a couple of others had joined Lady Celine, including Elias—and me taking care of the more powerful demonspawn, the balance was tipped very much in our favor.


  Especially now that the portal was closed, and the demonspawn weren’t getting reinforcements.


  The Guardsmen were resolute, and the more powerful Eldraines were like battering rams, bludgeoning the demonspawn for all they were worth.


  I was a fast-moving scalpel, removing the most dangerous threats with speed and precision.


  When we were done, there were more than fifty corpses piled up in the rain.


  I don’t know how many I accounted for myself, but I’d done enough, at least, to earn my fair share of the spoils, which I took, removing most of the Heartfire crystals before anyone even knew what I was doing.


  Beyond that, I left the corpses, as did the other Eldraine nobles, for the rank and file to dispose of. Only then did I turn my attention back to the man I’d captured, who was by then soaked through and partially covered in mud.


  With my binding rift still in place, he couldn’t move much, and he glared at me as I approached.


  “Are you going to kill me?” the man growled, showing no real fear in his voice. He was a soldier and knew the rules of the game as well as any.


  “Probably,” I told him. “But first, you’re going to tell me everything I want to know.”


  He started to say something defiant, to sneer that I was only a boy, and he wouldn’t be telling me anything. But I’d already turned away to gain the attention of one of the Voss Guardsmen.


  “You,” I said. “Is there a place we can go to question this man? Preferably somewhere out of the rain.”


  As I spoke, I ignored the fact that once again, I was stepping outside the bounds of the contract between House Voss and Eldraine.


  ***


  The room I was able to use was part of the administrative setup for the mine itself. It was empty, made of a mixture of wood and stone, and a leak in the roof led to a steady drip in one corner.


  I asked for a chair to be brought for the man, and even though I had no real rank as a Guardsman, the word of a noble still carried weight.


  Word spread quickly that I’d taken a prisoner, so, in addition to a couple of Guardsmen and the sub-Captain in charge, I was joined in the room by both Lady Celine and Elias. Both had reverted to their usual size and had their Gifthounds with them.


  The room smelled of wet hair, soaked wool from our cloaks, and desperation, that latter of which came from the captive. Although the man was Gifted, and powerfully so, his uncommon Gift was less developed, and if it was the usual ritual Gift of the Movallis family, it would not be very useful in his current circumstances.


  Especially since his hands and feet were now chained to the chair—an alternative to my binding rift, which I’d let fade.


  Elias was looking dangerous as he glared at the captive.


  “I will question him,” the big man said, and even the thought of that made the man in the chair seem anxious.


  While Elias outranked me, we were on the same contract, and neither of us should really have been questioning prisoners. But by then, I understood clearly that I’d never get what I wanted if I followed the rules.


  And besides, this was my prisoner, so I shook my head.


  “My Gift is quite well suited to compelling answers from unwilling participants,” I said. “How about we try my way first, and if that doesn’t work, you can try after?”


  Elias didn’t seem entirely happy with that, but he relented, and I had to smile watching the captive’s reaction.


  I stepped forward and offered the man a polite bow. “Let’s begin with introductions, shall we?” I asked.


  “My name is Lucian Alastair Eldraine, and you are also in the presence of Elias and Lady Celine of the Eldraines. The sub-Captain here...” I paused, giving the man a chance to speak.


  “Edward Archibald Voss,” the man supplied, saying no more than was absolutely required. “And the Guardsmen beside you are my men, answerable to House Voss.”


  I nodded and resumed the narrative. “So, you know who it is you are dealing with. We know that you are of House Movallis.” I’d gained confirmation of this from one of the other Guardsmen. “You are one of those responsible for the demonspawn attacks on our settlement. You know what happens if you don’t answer my questions, so let’s start with something simple. What is your name?”


  I spoke flatly, with no hint of compassion in my voice. While I had uttered no direct threat, the soldier’s predicament was clear. Yet he chose the route of defiance, sticking out his jaw and saying nothing as he glared at me.


  Perhaps he thought my comparative youth meant I had a soft heart. Perhaps he just thought it was his duty to be defiant.


  I turned to Elias and said, with just a hint of humor in my voice, “It seems our man isn’t yet ready to talk,” I said. “But let’s see if I can loosen his tongue without the need for breaking bones.”


  The big man merely grunted. He clearly wanted to try this his own way. But I hadn’t even begun.


  I nodded to a couple of the sub-Captain’s Guardsmen. “If you wouldn’t mind, remove this man’s doublet and shirt. Expose as much of his skin as you can.”


  I knew I could use the same technique I’d used against Garrick’s men, conjuring a gravity rift to compress the man’s brain. But that technique was dangerous, especially if I needed more than one answer. Repeated use could put him in a coma, and that’s not what I wanted at all.


  So I had something else in mind.


  The captive tried to fight, but his bonds were secure. He snarled in rage, but the sub-Captain’s men were resolute. In less than a minute, the captive’s chest, torso, and arms were exposed.


  I looked at him with mock pity. “I only asked your name,” I said. “You could have saved yourself from this if you’d simply told me.”


  It seemed that the man took the removal of his clothes as a personal insult. “Do your worst,” he snarled. “I will not say a thing!”


  I allowed myself a wolfish smile. “Let’s see about that, shall we?” I said. Then I conjured a rift.


  There wasn’t anything particularly special about this rift. It was perhaps half the length of my finger and as narrow as a blade, with the start and end points separated by a fraction of an inch.


  What made it special—and in this moment, useful—was where I conjured it, and what I did with it thereafter. Because I conjured it just beneath my captive’s skin, and I guided it along a path, only an inch or so, just so he could get a taste.


  As far as torture methods went, it wasn’t particularly original. After all, people had been skinning their enemies for as long as sharp knives had existed. The only difference was that when I did it, there was no blood, no obvious wound at all.


  However, I had it on good authority that it hurt just the same.


  The captive let out a scream of pain mixed with terror because my technique had one additional benefit over and above using knives: my victim had no clear understanding of what was happening to him.


  I dismissed the rift and gave the captive soldier enough time to gather himself.


  Still, he wasn’t the only one to break the silence of the room. The sub-Captain and the two Eldraine nobles were made of stern stuff, and each kept their faces impassive, but the sub-Captain’s men muttered among themselves, watching with eyes wide with worry, and the two Gifthounds paced uneasily around the room. They had no more of an understanding of what I’d done than the captive soldier did.


  When the man regained his calm, I spoke to him in a conversational voice. “You were going to tell me your name,” I said.


  The man glared at me and tried to spit before descending into a series of curses aimed at me, my lineage, and everything else he could think of.


  I waited for the Movallis soldier to draw breath, and then I conjured the same sort of rift again and ran it beneath the skin of his left shoulder.


  His words turned into another scream, and I waited until he was done. But this time, I didn’t repeat my question. I just picked another spot, this time the back of his hand, and I created the same type of rift once again.


  Each time I separated small patches of skin, each no larger than a couple of silver crowns placed side-by-side, and each time my efforts elicited a cry of agony mixed with fear.


  By the time I was done with the third, the first area I’d abused on his upper right chest had turned red and was beginning to swell. Still, there was no outward sign that I was effectively skinning him alive.


  He didn’t seem willing to cooperate even then, so I walked casually around him, picked a spot on his back, and used my rift magic Gift once again.


  “I can do this for as long as it takes,” I said, and in truth, I knew it was true. I’d used similar techniques in the past, back on my world, and unlike flaying for real, I could keep my victims alive for weeks.


  This was particularly true if they had a well-developed spark and energy channels within them, and while this soldier was far from what I used to think of as strong, his channels were indeed relatively well-developed.


  At the same time, I didn’t think I’d have to be so relentless. After all, I was only asking for the man’s name. How long would he truly hold out?


  He bore my fourth effort, and my fifth as well, but just as I chose my spot for my sixth—the side of his face, beginning near the corner of his eye—he suddenly decided he’d had enough.


  “Stop! Stop! I beg you, please, enough!”


  I paused with my rift in place but didn’t begin to move it beneath the skin of his face. That he could feel it even so, I was sure. I wanted to give him a smattering of hope, but no more than that.


  “Enough?” I asked him. He didn’t dare nod his head—a decision I thought to be wise. But he made his capitulation clear, nevertheless.


  “Enough,” he said with a voice that was close to a sob. “My name is Harold Movallis. I am of the Movallis House.”


  At the man’s words, I allowed my most recent rift to fade. It seemed to give him some of his strength back. He was panting from a mixture of pain and fear, but he locked eyes with me once again, and if he had the Gift to cause agony with just a look, then I would undoubtedly have been in as much pain as he was.


  But his glare was just a glare, and the only significance of it was that I knew I’d won. The shackles were broken. The floodgates were open, if just a crack. I knew that this man would give me all that I wanted.


  And yet, there was still some smattering of defiance within him. “Are you happy now?” he said.


  “Not by a long way,” I said, with my usual wolfish grin firmly in place. “But we’ll get there,” I added.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight

  


  Harold answered all of the questions that I had, as well as those asked by the others. We learned that House Movallis was looking to steal the mine from House Voss, and the method was through the demonspawn attacks.


  I’d thought House Movallis was after the gold that was primarily being mined at Ironhold, but instead, it was another ore being mined alongside it.


  This ore was known as Catalysium, and it was known to improve the effectiveness of certain magics, notably the rituals that House Movallis was able to enact as its primary Gift.


  And that was the reason the attacks had been escalating: House Movallis had been stealing small amounts of Catalysium for some time and using it to create more and more demonspawn, both from the bandits who had habitually hunted in these mountains and from farther afield.


  As the man continued to speak, I put two and two together. “You’re using Gifted men and women from the city,” I said. “There have been abductions.”


  I suspected the only reason Lucian hadn’t become such a one was that he’d been a noble. Had he been just a Gifted commoner, then everything that had happened to me since my arrival in this world might not have happened at all.


  But Harold hadn’t confirmed that one way or the other. He had welts in numerous places by then, each one a reminder to answer my questions. His eyes were bloodshot, he was sweating despite the cool ambient temperature, and his face was becoming puffy from a combination of physical and emotional trauma.


  “I don’t know where they come from,” he said. “Finding them isn’t my job. I’m just responsible for managing them as the ritualists do their work.”


  “You were responsible for that,” I said, emphasizing the past tense.


  We learned that the most recent attack had been something of a tester and that a larger, full-scale attack had already been planned.


  “Will that attack still happen given that you are no longer going to be part of it, and I killed the man keeping the demonspawn under control?”


  At this, the captive soldier actually laughed. He said that he was just one of several officers who’d been brought in to oversee this operation, and there were others with the Gift of controlling demonspawn as well.


  “These others,” Lady Celine interjected, “what House are they from? Who are your allies in this venture?”


  The captive then confirmed what I assumed, that it was House Delamere, a House I already classed as an enemy.


  “And when is this full-scale attack scheduled for?” asked the sub-Captain at my side.


  “That depends on the outcome of this one.”


  I looked at him coldly. “Given that this one hasn’t exactly gone according to plan, what would you expect to happen next?”


  The man looked at me, completely defeated. “We will take stock of what happened, consider what worked well and what didn’t, and adjust accordingly.”


  That wasn’t good enough for the sub-Captain. “Best guess,” he growled. “When is the next attack coming?”


  The captive soldier shrugged his shoulders, then grimaced at the pain even such a simple action caused him due to my efforts. “I don’t know,” he said.


  At this, the sub-Captain changed the direction of his questions, asking instead where the Movallis base was. I didn’t object to the sub-Captain asking such questions. I wanted to know the answers as well, and at the first sign of hesitation, I reminded our captive what happened when he refused to speak.


  It was no more than a touch of my power, the smallest of rifts separating his skin from his flesh, but I’d chosen a point where his skin was already swollen and red, multiplying the level of pain that he felt.


  He cried out, whimpered, and told us that the base, an expansive sequence of caves, was perhaps ten miles away, to the northeast, where the hills were steeper.


  The sub-Captain muttered something about taking the attack to the Movallis base, and I could see the appeal. But that decision wasn’t his, nor was it mine. That decision was for Captain Braxton and Lord Alaric Voss to make.


  It might not be the appropriate option. We were Guardsmen, not soldiers, and while there wasn’t much distinction between what we could do, there was a distinction in terms of purpose—and numbers.


  If we were to go charging through the mountains in search of the Movallis base, even if the contract between House Voss and House Eldraine allowed it—which it did not—we would be leaving the settlement defenseless.


  Just as bad, we would be opening ourselves up to the possibility of an ambush, and while we had the numbers to defend a position, going on the offensive was something else completely.


  And when asked, the captive admitted that the terrain was difficult to navigate.


  The others continued to ask questions about the size of the force heading our way, how much control was possible, and if the idea was to unleash the demonspawn to create mayhem.


  But I had some more specific questions to which I wanted answers, such as, “How are the demonspawn made?”


  The captive didn’t know precisely, but he knew it had to do with a ritual, combining demon blood with Catalysium, and injecting it into the victim.


  “Where does the demon blood come from?” I asked, thinking again of the monster Adrian and I had faced in the alley. But again, our captive didn’t know.


  I changed direction. “What of the Heartfire crystals?”


  Again, this was something outside of the captive’s direct knowledge. I pressed him, suggesting that such crystals were valuable, too valuable to randomly hand out to demonspawn monsters.


  At this, the captive agreed. “We have a relationship with one of the Houses that imports them. Which means that while such crystals are indeed valuable, they are perhaps less valuable to us.”


  I was, of course, more than curious to know which House that might be, but again, he didn’t know the specifics.


  There was a brief pause as everyone present absorbed what our captive was saying. From my perspective, I couldn’t help but wonder about the overlap between what was going on here and what had happened to me—or to Lucian—back in the city. Clearly, it was connected, in more ways than one.


  The Delameres, from what I could see, were central to it all.


  I had one further question. “The portal that I dragged you through. I noticed some runes on the ground beneath it. Tell me about those.”


  At first, the man didn’t seem to understand my intent. “It is part of our ritual magic,” he said. “We use many such tools in our craft—at least, those of my House who focus on our Gift do so. Runes, powders, and potions. Whatever the ritual requires.”


  I clarified what I meant. “The runes that held the portal in place,” I said, and he nodded. “Tell me how the runes appeared there.”


  Again, he didn’t seem to understand. “One of our ritualists would have placed them.”


  I nodded and saw that while Lady Celine understood the thrust of my question, some of the others did not.


  So I explained. “There’s a ritualist from House Movallis here, within the settlement walls.”


  Realization dawned. The Guardsmen exchanged uneasy glances, and the sub-Captain's expression darkened. Whispers of fear and anger spread through the group.


  There was someone working against us already inside. Someone who had the freedom to come and go as they pleased.


  “We have a traitor among us,” said the sub-Captain.


  I nodded, then turned back to our captive. “Who is it?” I demanded. “Who is this traitor?”


  At this, something seemed to break in the man. Instead of answering right away, the wounded, tortured man brought up a bubble of laughter. He looked at our expressions, seeing his death in our eyes, and then he laughed even harder.


  I drew a deep breath. I’d seen this type of thing before, and I knew I had to take drastic action to snap him out of it and bring him back to reality. If I didn’t do something, he would likely laugh himself into a state of complete madness, and we wouldn’t get any more answers from him.


  And we needed this answer at least. So as he continued to laugh, I considered my options.


  I could lop off one of his limbs with a rift, I could use a gravity rift to bring him back down to earth, or I could even threaten him with my sword or dagger.


  Instead, I stepped close to him and slapped him hard across the face.


  “Who is the traitor?” I repeated.


  The slap seemed to shock him out of his hysteria. Tears mingled with the blood on his face as he began to blubber uncontrollably.


  “It’s—it’s Eamon Callis!” he spluttered, his voice cracking. “Advisor to Lord Alaric Voss!”


  I had to admit, I wasn’t particularly surprised that he was the traitor. Or spy, given that he was loyal to House Movallis. He looked the type, and his position was just too perfect.


  But some of the others were taken aback. Elias muttered a curse under his breath, and the sub-Captain made a noise of disgust.


  As for our prisoner, he was now alternating between giggling and blubbering, although he clearly wasn’t too far gone to misunderstand what was happening. “You’ll never catch him,” he said. “He would have already been advised of my capture. He knows you will be on to him at some point and will have put plans in place for just such an occasion.”


  I looked at him. “That doesn’t mean we should do nothing,” I said. Then I turned to the sub-Captain. “I think it’s time we talk to Captain Braxton about this. Don’t you agree?”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine

  


  If I hadn’t forced the issue at the meeting earlier, likely the sub-Captain would have simply gone to the Captain himself, leaving me out of the picture. Either that, or sub-Captain Caldwell would have blocked my entry once more.


  But I had been to that meeting, and as a result, I was included by right, as was Elias. We brought Lady Celine along as well, because she’d shown herself to have a good mind, and I wanted as many Eldraines as possible to be included.


  I wanted to ensure that we were thought of as useful, rather than just additional bodies added to the settlement’s defenses.


  We left the prisoner in the hands of the sub-Captain’s men, with orders to take him somewhere more secure. Like any settlement the size of this one, there was a jail, and this was where I would have taken the man initially if it had been closer. As it turned out, it was probably a good thing we hadn’t taken him there, because Eamon might have found out and used his position to put a premature end to the interrogation.


  As it was, we had all the information we needed before we headed to the Captain’s office.


  The Captain listened as we told him all we had learned. He asked questions every so often, and when he was done, he summarized the situation succinctly.


  “So, we are at risk of an imminent attack from demonspawn aided by the Movallis House, with support from the Delamere mind benders. Our lord’s closest advisor is a Movallis spy working to weaken us from the inside. We don’t know when the next attack will be, but we know that the intent behind it is fundamentally different from those that have come before. Eamon Callis almost certainly knows we are aware of his role. Does that sum up the situation?”


  Despite the presence of three Eldraine nobles—and two oversized Gifthounds taking up much of the room—the Captain addressed his question mostly to the sub-Captain, who nodded.


  “Yes, sir,” he said.


  If Captain Braxton was at all overwhelmed, he didn’t show it. He didn’t even pause before raising his voice and giving an order.


  “Caldwell, your presence is required.”


  Sub-Captain Caldwell appeared in the doorway quickly enough that he must have been waiting for such a command. He bowed deeply and said, “Sir?”


  “Call the sub-Captains together. We need a meeting.”


  “Yes sir. When would you like this meeting to be held?”


  At this, Captain Braxton’s expression didn’t change, but the tone of his voice hardened. “A demonspawn army is heading this way, with support from an unknown number of Movallis soldiers and Delamere mind benders. We don’t know when this army will reach us. Given that I can’t hold the meeting four hours ago, my next choice is as soon as humanly possible.”


  Sub-Captain Caldwell got the message. He bowed again, repeated his, “Yes sir,” and quickly departed, leaving the Captain looking to the rest of us.


  “Thank you all for bringing this to my attention,” he said, his tone almost dismissive, already beginning the process of ushering us out. If I’d expected to have any greater impact on the battle planning—which I didn’t, not really—it became clear at that moment that it wasn’t going to happen. I was, after all, just an ordinary Guardsman.


  However, I still had something to offer, and I had no intention of leaving without doing so.


  I cleared my throat. “Captain Braxton, I have something else to add.”


  Maybe if I hadn’t already proven my worth, he would have ignored me. But I had, and he paused. “What is it?” he asked.


  “The demonspawn are powerful, and they have Heartfire crystals as well. Or at least, some of them do, and we can guarantee that if there’s any attack where they will use those Heartfire crystals, that attack is this one.”


  I watched the Captain’s frown deepen as I spoke. His men were Gifted, with many being seasoned fighters. In a fight against normal demonspawn, they could hold their own if the numbers weren’t too strongly against them.


  But demonspawn with Heartfire crystals were another matter entirely. And what if House Delamere got involved more directly? Not to mention the ritual Gift of House Movallis. Such a Gift could make all the difference, although, in truth, it seemed to take considerable preparation to get anything done.


  At the very least, it was an unknown and something that would be hard to counter.


  “The Heartfire crystal I gave you could be useful against such opponents, and it could even disrupt the Delamere mind benders. But wouldn’t it be better if more of your men had such crystals as well?” I asked.


  “You have others?” the Captain asked, his voice betraying his surprise.


  “A small number only,” I replied, tempering his expectations. “I’ve been collecting them for some time now.”


  “Give them to me!” the Captain demanded.


  I offered him a wolfish grin. “Make me a fair offer, and I will sell them to you.”


  The Captain’s eyes flared with a mixture of surprise and indignation. “But … you gave me a crystal before, and now you want to sell them?” he said.


  I met his gaze steadily. “I do.”


  The Captain's jaw tightened, but he knew as well as I did there was nothing in the contract between our Houses that granted him the right to simply take ownership of the crystals.


  His only option was to negotiate.


  Captain Braxton took a deep breath as he accepted the reality of the situation, and we began our discussion.


  Naturally, I kept those Heartfire crystals I used regularly, including the one that gave me an increase in speed and strength and the one that gave me invisibility. I also kept one of the two that allowed me to create fireballs because I could still foresee a time when it might be of use.


  All the rest, including those I’d taken from the demonspawn and the other two I’d taken from Count Thornwood’s assassins, I was happy to sell—with the exception of the one whose purpose I hadn’t yet discerned.


  In total, the Captain and I agreed to a price of just over two thousand silver crowns for the lot, with a hundred of those crowns paid in coin, and the rest as a promissory note.


  I also suggested to the Captain that I had an ongoing supply of those crystals should he have use for them, and these could be activated with specific Gifts in mind.


  The man proved to be enthusiastic—as I expected he would. House Voss’s weakness was not in terms of coin but in terms of their family’s uncommon Gift.


  It had given them their wealth, but wasn’t ideal in conflict situations. I was offering him the chance to address that weakness on a permanent basis.


  “Of course, when it comes time to negotiate the cost of such a supply, I will have an additional requirement or two. But we can talk about that when the time comes.”


  ***


  As we were dismissed, Captain Braxton ordered us to prepare for our regular duties in advance of the attack, and the others and I went our separate ways.


  As I walked away, I realized that this was a pivotal moment. This was the opportunity I’d been looking for, and I intended to treat it as such.


  The contract between the Houses Voss and Eldraine specified the roles in which the Eldraines were to act. From my point of view, I was to be a common Guardsman, but I knew if I continued to act as such, I would never achieve my goals.


  Worse, the settlement might not be defended as well as it could be, potentially falling to the Movallis threat.


  So, regardless of the Captain’s expectations, I decided I wasn’t going to act as a common Guardsman anymore, despite the risk.


  I knew that if things went badly, it would reflect poorly on me and my House. So I had to ensure that things went well.


  Which meant I needed time to think.


  The day had become colder than most, with dark clouds and an icy breeze, both of which hinted at much worse to come. I’d noticed that here in Ironhold, snow was less common than sleet and freezing winds, whereas back in the city, the opposite was true. My spark and channels were as yet not developed enough to make me immune to such weather, and in truth, this was another reason I was looking forward to the day I could return.


  As much as I tried to ignore it, cold weather was not my favorite, and I found the climate here to be noticeably less tolerable.


  I found a small, rustic tavern. Inside, it was cozy and inviting, with a roaring fire and the smell of hot, nutritious stew filling the air. I ordered a bowl and found a quiet corner to sit while I ate.


  I spent the next several minutes considering what I might do in House Movallis’s position. They had their ritualists, and they were capable of opening up portals to any point in the settlement. They had an army of demonspawn—creatures of chaos and destruction that could only be controlled by the Delamere mind benders. Some of those demonspawn were powerful in their own right, and some of them were augmented via Heartfire crystals.


  And then there were the Movallis soldiers, however many there were. They would be Gifted, like the man I’d taken prisoner, and trained to fight. And, just like the demonspawn, they would be augmented with Heartfire crystals.


  And those crystals might have capabilities beyond any we’d yet seen. After all, why would the Movallis give their best crystals to creatures akin to ravening monsters?


  Wouldn’t they be better served giving them to their elite soldiers instead?


  And then there was the stated goal of House Movallis, to take over the Voss mining operation as a whole.


  As I sat there, eating my stew, I figured that if I were planning this attack, I would send my best men, augmented with everything I had, to go after the Baron’s son. Because once the Movallis men had Alaric in their grasp, they could ransom him to the Baron for anything they desired.


  And Eamon Callis, who knew Alaric’s residence as well as anyone, was still at large.


  Which meant that he could place an anchor for a portal in the Lord’s living quarters. In fact, he might well have already done so.


  I knew what I had to do.


  Quickly finishing my stew, I stepped outside, conjuring a gravity rift, and took to the air.


  It took less than a minute for me to reach Alaric’s manor, and from the outside, everything looked as it should be. There were Guardsmen standing dutifully in the rain, more than the last time I'd seen the place, which suggested Captain Braxton did indeed understand this particular risk.


  But I caught no hint of any demonspawn anywhere close.


  Even so, I wasted no time getting inside. I didn’t announce my presence, but instead, I alighted on a balcony on the second floor and used a rift to gain entry.


  I activated my invisibility Heartfire crystal and began to search through the manor, looking for anything amiss. There were additional Guardsmen inside as well, and I confirmed that Alaric was safe.


  Satisfied for the moment, I headed up to the attic and settled down to meditate, strengthening my channels and, thanks to the lingering effects of the Winterling's gift, growing perceptibly stronger.


  I was prepared to stay there all night, my senses stretched to their limit, fully alert. My strength had increased to the point where I could go more than one night without sleep if necessary, ensuring I would be ready for any threat that might come.


  ***


  It was mid-morning the next day when I began to sense something amiss.


  My mana senses were heightened by the anticipation of danger, and I could feel an open portal nearby. Through the attic floor, I could hear muffled shouting, and I knew my instincts had been correct: House Movallis was striking at the Voss family directly.


  Whatever they were planning was happening now, and I didn't trust the Guardsmen to stop it.


  So I took action. In one breath, I conjured a rift and moved swiftly down into the manor.


  At the same time, I activated the two Heartfire crystals that had become central to my activities in this world—the one that enhanced my strength and speed, and the one that rendered me all but invisible. Both crystals gave me an advantage that I would be a fool to ignore, and I drew both my sword and my dagger as well.


  A moment later, I was standing in Alaric’s opulent bedchamber, and I couldn’t help but approve of the man’s taste. From the rich carpets to the art on the wall, everything reminded me of the luxury I had grown used to in my own world but had yet to properly reacquire in this one. Even the embroidered cushion covers on the seat were exquisitely done, much finer than anything in the hotel in which I was staying.


  But I wasn’t there to admire the furnishings, and in terms of actual occupants, the bedroom was empty.


  So I moved swiftly through the rooms to where the voices were coming from, which turned out to be a substantial reception area.


  Alaric Voss was there, shouting and struggling against half a dozen armed and armored men, each of them, as I expected, displaying well-developed sparks and channels and carrying at least one Heartfire crystal as well.


  Two more Movallis soldiers were keeping the doors barricaded against Alaric’s Guardsmen, who were clearly trying to break in from the outside.


  I sensed the portal, smaller than the last but clearly of the same type, still active in one corner of the room.


  And taking center stage, with a drawl of victory sneering over his face, was none other than Alaric’s own adviser, Eamon Callis.


  
    Chapter Thirty

  


  No longer did the man strive to hide in the shadows. Now, his arrogance was on full display, as was his power.


  The man was formidable. I’d thought that Captain Braxton had the best-developed spark and channels of anyone in the mining settlement, or perhaps Elias Eldraine, Lucian’s cousin. But neither of them would have been a match for this man.


  In comparison, his spark was a furnace, and the last time I’d seen channels as well developed as his, I’d been on my world.


  This man was dangerous, even to me.


  At the moment, however, he was gloating over Alaric.


  “You might as well cease your struggles,” the man drawled. “Each of the men you face is stronger than you by a considerable margin. If you continue, all you will accomplish is hurting yourself.”


  Alaric had never had a reputation for making rational decisions. Even though each of his arms was held by one of the men, with another at his feet, he ignored his former adviser’s words and continued to fight.


  “I trusted you,” he spat. “Took your word over that of my own Captain! And all this time, you were working for the enemy?”


  At this, Eamon laughed out loud.


  “Working for them? I am them! I took the name Callis to disguise who I am, but that is not my name! My name, Lord Alaric Voss”—Eamon sneered, pronouncing Alaric’s name as an insult—“is Eamon Movallis, of House Movallis! It was not just my duty to convert this settlement into our own but my absolute pleasure!”


  He might have gone on, but at that moment, he turned his head away from the Baron’s son. “What is that?” he demanded, his voice like a whip.


  During the few seconds I’d been there, I hadn’t been idle. I’d crept closer, relying on my invisibility to prevent me from being seen, even though I knew that invisibility was not absolute.


  I’d been planning my attack.


  Clearly, Eamon was my most dangerous foe, but I didn’t want to discount the others either. Each and every one of them wore Heartfire crystals on their persons, and as yet, I had no true understanding of what they could do. And then there was the wrinkle of Alaric.


  I had been looking for such an opportunity as this. A chance to put the man in my debt, and I couldn’t think of a better option for doing that than saving his life. The only potential flaw in my plan was that I would have to succeed, and at any moment, any of the men in the room could bury something sharp in his heart.


  Of course, it seemed that their goal was to drag Alaric through the open portal and use him as a bargaining chip. But that might all change in the blink of an eye. So my goal was to get close enough to the attackers that I could take them all out reasonably quickly, at least those who were the most immediate threat. Those Movallis soldiers at the door, I could deal with later.


  And I’d just gotten myself in position when, somehow, Eamon detected my presence.


  Without hesitation, I hurled a rift at Eamon, intending to separate his head from his neck. I’d already conjured a rift around both my dagger and sword and used my steps to bridge the last of the gap between me and the Movallis men surrounding Alaric.


  I was able to extend the rift attached to my sword to the point where my slash was able to remove one of the attacker’s arms, but then something unexpected occurred.


  Eamon waved an arm at the rift I’d cast in his direction, and it veered off course, burying itself in the wall behind him and leaving him completely unharmed.


  Somehow, the man had not only seen what I had done but acted in his own defense, and he had some sort of power that allowed that defense to hold.


  It wasn’t the Movallis Gift of ritual, that much I understood. I’d seen the flare of mana at a spot near his throat and knew he’d used a Heartfire crystal to thwart me. Beyond that, I was surprised.


  There had been few even in my world who could effectively counter my magic.


  “Stand ready!” Eamon shouted above the sudden screaming of one of his men, Alaric’s ongoing curses, and the shouting at the door. “We have an invisible guest among us! If you have the sight, use it!”


  During the course of the man’s speech, I was able to launch another couple of rifts, one at him and one at another attacker. I also brought another rift down over my head in an effort to further close the distance between me and Eamon, to see if he could counter me at close quarters.


  At the same time, I understood that he at least could make use of mana sight or something similar, as could at least some of his men. Which meant that he and some others could track me via my spark, even if they couldn’t see me clearly.


  Eamon casually batted my second rift aside even as the other found its target, leading to another shout of pain mixed with fury.


  As I reappeared behind Eamon, with my dagger poised to strike into his back, somehow, he sensed me, and such was his speed, he actually stepped out of my reach.


  I recognized his pattern of movement as being a combination of steps seven and eight of those I practiced routinely and wondered if he’d been trained as I had or if he’d used those steps quite by chance.


  “Now, now,” Eamon said even as he stepped farther away. “Striking at an unprotected back is the sign of a coward. Why don’t you drop your invisibility skill and face me like a man?”


  Even as he spoke, Eamon made a gesture, and it was like I was caught in by a huge, sudden gust of wind. It picked me up and flung me back against the wall, and I landed with a thud and a grunt.


  “There!” Eamon called out, and those men who were still whole turned toward me. I saw that one now had a kind of transparent shield all around him, and another moved much more quickly than normal.


  They had clearly activated their crystals as well.


  But if Eamon thought his words of cowardice meant anything to me, then he was mistaken. This was a life-or-death battle, with me standing alone against the nine of them—if you counted those at the door and those I had already injured. I had no intention of giving up any advantage I held in response to Eamon’s goading, and indeed, I wasn’t even planning to make any noise if I could help it.


  This wasn’t a duel, and my current blend of skills suited the role of an invisible assassin very nicely indeed.


  I conjured another rift, and just before the fast-moving attacker was on me, I brought that rift down over myself so that I reappeared on the other side of the room. Then I flipped rifts, one after the other, not at Eamon, but at each of his men.


  I managed to down three of them in an instant, but not the man with the shield, and not the man who could move very swiftly. As an afterthought, I targeted the soldiers barring the door as well and had the satisfaction of seeing one of them fall.


  This didn’t please Eamon in the least, and he barked out an order.


  “Alexander! Go back through the portal and bring reinforcements!” he called out.


  Then he stepped in close to Alaric, who had been left standing awkwardly in the middle of the room, and took out a sharp-edged blade.


  He held that blade against Alaric’s throat.


  “Stay where you are!” Eamon shouted even as his former master uttered a panicked whimper. “I swear I will kill him! And remember, I can see where you are!”


  He proved the latter by staring straight at me, or at least, at my spark. But at the touch of Eamon’s blade to his throat, Alaric did something that saved his life: he froze in place, and that gave me the opportunity to conjure the type of rift I’d conjured several times before, only with a minor modification.


  I conjured a storage rift, and the modification had to do with time. I didn’t want any time to pass within that rift at all.


  As to where I conjured this rift, I did it above Alaric’s head, and in moments, I brought it down, separating his throat from the knife, and his body from Eamon’s in the process.


  If not for the Winterling’s gift, I might not have been able to create such a rift large enough for the purpose. But now, it was easy.


  From Eamon’s point of view, it would have looked like Alaric simply vanished, and his arrogant, haughty expression turned to one of astonishment.


  “How?” he demanded, but by then I’d already flung half a dozen additional rifts his way, and even he had to work hard to avoid them.


  Unfortunately, he was able to do so, but I had anticipated that, and once again, I opened a rift that brought me to his side. His power was great, but I was relentless. Even as he once more stepped away from me, I extended the rift on my sword beyond the length of the blade, did the same with the one on my dagger, and stepped toward him with an intricate pattern of movements that backed him into a corner.


  I knew it would take no more than a moment more to finish this fight, but before that moment occurred, Alexander, the fast-moving soldier, the one who had disappeared through the portal on Eamon’s order, returned with more men behind him.


  Several of them had pistols drawn.


  “Aim for his spark!” Eamon shouted, and I had a choice. I could make the fatal strike and end Eamon’s life, or I could take that same moment to make good my escape.


  Given that Lord Alaric Voss would be forever trapped in a storage rift if I died, with no air, food, or water, but with time slowed almost to a standstill, I thought it best to err on the side of caution.


  Not to mention that I had grown attached to my own life—Lucian’s life—and was quite looking forward to seeing where it led.


  So, I made sure that I had Alaric’s storage rift safely anchored, and as the first pistols started to fire, I conjured a rift at my feet that took me out into the hall outside Alaric’s rooms.


  ***


  The hall wasn’t empty. There were Guardsmen, maybe twenty or so, all looking anxious as those at the front tried to force their way into Alaric’s rooms.


  While the hallway was spacious, there were too many men packed in too tightly. To avoid unnecessary jostling, I immediately conjured a second rift that took me to the edge of the crowd.


  I could have maintained my invisibility and departed without any of the Guardsmen having known, but that wasn’t my plan. So I cut off the supply of mana to my invisibility crystal and became visible again.


  It didn’t take long before someone saw me.


  “Who are you, and what is your purpose?” demanded one of the guardsmen. He was a powerfully built man who held his already drawn sword, and he looked more than ready to use it.


  I still had my weapons at the ready, too. I made no movements that could have been interpreted as threatening.


  “My name is Lucian Alastair Eldraine and I’m here for the protection of Lord Alaric Voss.”


  Perhaps the man recognized my name, or perhaps it was simply that the relationship between House Bass and House Eldraine was known. Either way, the Guardsman relaxed a little but didn’t put his weapon away.


  The men in the hall weren’t silent. They were desperate and struggling to get into the Baron’s son’s rooms. As for me, I knew that Alaric was safe. Only another rift mage could even hope to find him, and he—or she—would have to be able to sense both the storage rift and be looking at just the right spot.


  I raised my voice over the noise. “Lord Alaric is safe!” I shouted. These men needed to know this, or there would be rumors of the exact opposite spreading through the settlement, and such rumors could have a deleterious effect.


  But even as I spoke, the Guardsmen at the door managed to finally break through, and, a little irritatingly, not even the words of a noble could hold the men back. As one, they surged into Alaric Voss’s rooms, prepared for blood, one and all.


  But the sounds of violence, the curses and shouts, and the screams of pain didn’t follow.


  I understood then that Eamon and his soldiers were no longer present. They had returned to wherever they came from via the portal.


  So I had no hesitation in following the men back into the rooms I had left less than a minute earlier. The signs of the struggle were readily apparent: misaligned furniture, spatters of blood, and even the scent of sweat, fear, and anger lingered in the air.


  But there was no sign of the bodies I’d left behind. The Movallis soldiers had even gathered up the various limbs I had removed from their persons and taken them with them.


  The portal was also gone, although I could sense where it had been. I walked over to that corner, saw a familiar set of runes carved into the tiles on the floor, and obliterated them with one strike of my rift-edged sword.


  By then, Guardsmen were arguing among themselves, clearly unsure what to do, yet no one had thought to question the young noble who had appeared in their midst, and indeed, most of them simply hadn’t yet noticed that I was there.


  So I did what I could to attract their attention.


  “Who is in command here?” I asked. I said it with enough volume and authority that the discussions all stopped, and they all looked my way.


  A slim man with a hook for a nose stepped forward. “I am sub-Captain Rommel,” he said. “And you are?”


  It wasn’t surprising that he didn’t know me. This was the man in charge of Alaric’s personal guard, and I had little reason so far to interact with them, but at least he didn’t dismiss me due to a misperception of my apparent age.


  “I am Lucian Alastair Eldraine, and due to my Gift, Alaric Voss is perfectly safe.”


  The surprise on sub-Captain Rommel’s face was apparent, but he swiftly recovered.


  “Where is he?” he demanded, forgetting all courtesy that my station demanded.


  “All you need to know is that he is safe and will continue to be so. Now, unless I miss my guess, Ironhold is about to be attacked by an army of demonspawn and more, and I have things to attend to. In the meantime, take your men and scour the residence. Look for runes carved into the floor, the wall, or anywhere, and if you should find them, do all you can to destroy them. This is how the Movallis ritualists have been anchoring their portals, which means the portals can’t function without them.”


  Sub-Captain Rommel looked like he wanted to argue, but I gave him no option. I left them behind as I returned to the balcony from where I’d gained entry.


  
    Chapter Thirty-One

  


  Once again, I conjured a gravity rift and took to the skies, ignoring the icy rain. As I had no intention whatsoever of acting as a Guardsman any more, I knew there was much that would fall on my shoulders in this upcoming battle. I couldn’t afford to delay.


  As I flew over the town, I saw that, for the first time, there were few people on the streets. It had only been half an hour or so since word had spread of the approaching horde, and in that time, the people of Ironhold had made themselves scarce.


  I couldn’t help but give a quiet nod of approval. Not only was it sensible from an individual safety perspective, but it also meant that any invaders would be easy to see. For all I knew, there could be a dozen different portals opening up in the settlement, with demonspawn and soldiers enhanced with Heartfire crystals appearing as they wished.


  Fortunately, I saw no evidence that this was happening, and I made it to my hotel without incident.


  To my surprise, I found Lady Celine still there. But perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised at all. She was typically scheduled for a different watch from mine. While word of the demonspawn army’s approach had spread, the bells had yet to ring, summoning all available Guardsmen.


  At the same time, Celine was clearly ready, having changed her attire to suit her stone golem transformation. And Hunter exuded an air of excitement and anticipation that he didn’t normally possess.


  I thought my cousin’s presence could be useful.


  “Why are you here, cousin?” she said to me by way of greeting. “Shouldn’t you be at the wall?”


  I gave her a grin. “I decided that my presence is better suited elsewhere.”


  “Elsewhere?” the lady asked.


  I decided to answer her fully. “The Baron’s son was in danger, and I didn’t think that the Captain’s men would be enough. As it turned out, I was right. When I reached Alaric’s residence, Eamon was in the process of dragging him, with the help of some of his men, toward a portal. I don’t know where they would have taken him, but it wouldn’t have been good.”


  Celine was as swift as ever in working out the implications. “They could have ransomed him. Demanded the title to the mining settlement without need of a battle.”


  I nodded. But then Celine asked another question. “But why didn’t Eamon simply abduct Alaric earlier? He must have had plenty of chances. Why wait until now?”


  It was a question I had pondered as well, and I thought I had an answer.


  “It was a matter of timing.”


  She didn’t get it, so I explained. “When I was abducted and ransomed, would Vernon have bought my freedom? Or would he have thought the cost of one random nephew’s life was a justifiable expense to make targeting the Eldraines less likely? Especially as, just like with Alaric, I was supposed to be proving my worth?”


  This time, Celine understood. “The Baron might not have cared to pay the price for this particular son.”


  “Exactly. So they were waiting until they had their other plans ready to go as well.”


  Celine digested this with a nod, then changed the subject. “What happened to Alaric? Where is he?” she asked.


  At this, I responded with my usual grin. I liked to keep the exact nature of my Gift hidden, for a variety of reasons. But in this instance, I was happy to share one aspect of it.


  “He’s here,” I said.


  She didn’t understand. “Here? What do you mean?”


  “I have the ability to store objects—and people—in self-contained pocket dimensions. I have Alaric Voss in one of them now. Which means he is here, in the room with us, and at the same time, he is not.”


  My cousin’s eyes flashed. “Why did you bring him here? Why not somewhere else, where his men can protect him?”


  I shook my head. “I didn’t want to bring him anywhere Eamon knows. Nor do I really want to keep him locked away in his small, personal dimension. I figured bringing him here was a good option, and seeing as you are here as well, I thought you might like to keep an eye on him.”


  “Me? Why can’t you do that yourself?”


  I was still grinning. “In truth, because he doesn’t respect me, and even now he is liable to say something that will require a response.” At this moment, I let my voice harden. “I have been guarding my tongue ever since we set foot in this place, and I grow tired of doing so.”


  Celine made an expression that was difficult to read. But the snort that came with it was simpler. “You think you are the only one,” she said.


  At this, I burst out laughing. In truth, it wasn’t much of a surprise.


  “And yet, he disrespects you less than he disrespects me. And he is actively afraid of Gifthounds, if I remember correctly. That should help keep him in line.”


  I didn’t mention that for what was to come, I was the best-suited, even though Celine’s spark was stronger, and her energy channels, at least as far as her uncommon Gift was concerned, were better developed. The difference was in both the nature of our Gifts and my knowledge of how to make use of mine.


  But I didn’t need to. Celine was already nodding, accepting my argument. Yet she had one objection. “Guarding the Baron’s son isn’t part of the contract,” she said.


  “Do you not see the value in stepping outside of what the contract asks of us?” I replied.


  I already knew that she did. She uttered a sigh. “Well, whatever you have to do to bring him out of this personal reality, perhaps you should do so.”


  I nodded and made a totally unnecessary gesture. In the next moment, Alaric Voss was standing almost between us.


  He stumbled as if catching his balance and looked quickly about, his eyes wide with fear… And then confusion.


  “How? What happened? Where am I?” He focused for a moment on my face before him. “You!” he said. Then he caught sight of Celine, and the puzzlement in his expression increased. “And you?” he said. “But where are... Where is Eamon?”


  From his point of view, only a moment would have passed since his former adviser, Eamon, had held a knife to his throat in what was clearly quite a different location.


  Before I could answer, Alaric noticed Hunter approaching with a snarl and a guttural growl. The Gifthound’s hackles were up, and I wasn’t sure if that was because of Alaric’s sudden appearance, or if the dog just had good intuition and didn’t like the man.


  Alaric made a whimper and backed away from the Gifthound, and Celine moved to restrain the oversized beast. As she did, I reached for Alaric’s arm to steady him and gain his attention.


  “My Lord Voss,” I said, “you are safe. Do you remember what happened?”


  My question was enough to distract the man from the Gifthound. “I— Eamon. He betrayed me.” In a flash, Alaric’s eyes grew angry. “He betrayed me!” he repeated. “He was going to use me to blackmail my father!”


  He brought a hand up to the base of his neck. “He had a knife held to me! Threatened to kill me…” His words trailed off at that point. “But, somehow, I’m still alive?” he said.


  He didn’t sound entirely sure.


  I nodded. “I saved your life,” I said succinctly. “I was the one in the room whom the soldiers couldn’t see. I was the one who took you away from them.”


  He focused on me for just a moment. “You?” he said, sounding incredulous. “But you’re just—”


  “A noble with a very useful uncommon Gift,” I said, finishing his sentence for him. Then I continued before he could say anything else to annoy me. “My Lord Voss, your life is still in danger. The Movallis ritualists have a way of creating portals to anywhere in the settlement with the aid of your adviser, Eamon Callis.”


  “That’s not his name!” Alaric snapped, and I was at least pleased to see that he understood that much of what had happened. “He’s a Movallis!”


  Then, as if just realizing it for the first time, his eyes widened with horror. “He made a fool of me. Father is not going to be pleased.”


  Alaric Voss tottered back and seemed to stumble quite by chance into a couch, upon which he sat heavily. “I have failed him.”


  But at this, I shook my head. “Not yet, you haven’t. You didn’t fall into Movallis hands, and the settlement walls are still standing. There’s still a chance that this day will end with the mine still in your hands.”


  At this, Alaric seemed to forget my apparent age completely. Perhaps my words about saving his life had sunk in. Or perhaps he was simply desperate. Either way, he reached out and clutched at my arm.


  “You can help me, can’t you?” he said. “If you saved my life as you say, then you stood up to Eamon. Which means you can do it again?”


  “I can,” I said. “And I will. But when I do, you and I need to have a conversation. There’s something I need, and it is in your power to give it to me.”


  At this, Celine, who was still working to reassure Hunter, shot me a look. But she didn’t say anything.


  “Yes, of course, anything!”


  The son of Baron Voss might not have been completely in control of his words, but he’d said them, nevertheless, and I intended to make him stick to them.


  “Good,” I said. “Remember this when the time comes. As for now, I will leave you in the capable hands of Lady Celine, and I will see you again when this is all over.”


  Just as I finished speaking, I heard the bells start to ring, and they weren’t announcing the time.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two

  


  It was time to go, so I left Alaric, Celine, and Hunter behind and once again took to the skies. I was very aware that I’d been using my Gifts repeatedly for the last little while, but my strength had grown to the point where I could sustain it without much difficulty, especially if I didn’t extend myself by creating any rift that was overly large or ended too far from where it began.


  My problem was in using my Heartfire crystals, for where I could modulate the energy expenditure of my uncommon Gift by using that judiciously, both of my Heartfire crystals were more of an all-or-nothing type of deal.


  I couldn’t partially activate the crystal that rendered me invisible, nor could I adjust the level of speed and strength granted by the other. And if I used them both without sufficient care, I knew I could end up in trouble.


  So, I didn’t activate either as I flew back to the wall.


  At the same time, I had no intention of simply adhering to my uncle’s wishes and being just another Guardsman. I was very much done with those particular expectations, especially when Ironhold itself might depend on my doing so much more.


  So, before I even considered dropping out of the sky, I took a moment to see what was happening.


  Already, the battle had commenced. If there had been any posturing, any threats or speeches from either side—and simply because of the nature of the demonspawn themselves, I doubted there would be—then all that posturing was over and done with.


  A horde of demonspawn monsters was already charging at the wall, using all manner of powers in order to try to break through. Some used raw strength and speed, while others hurled lightning in the same way that Marcellus Thornwood had done, and still others used a sort of concussive strike.


  Throughout it all, they unleashed a cacophony of hellish shrieks and war cries of various kinds, and the stench of the evil blood within them rose in a thick miasma that reached even me in the skies high above.


  Their efforts were being met by those of the defenders, who used long lances to discourage those on the ground and pikes and swords to meet those that had reached the top of the wall.


  Of the latter, there were many. The settlement was no castle, with forty-foot walls and a moat. At best, the walls here were ten, fifteen feet tall, and the more powerful demonspawn could reach the top of that easily enough.


  Groups of Guardsmen were defending this stoically, but already, I could see corpses from both sides scattered about.


  The sight was enough to make me angry, and I joined in from above, raining down targeted destruction one rift after the other. I was definitely acting above and beyond the contract, but I couldn’t stand by and do nothing.


  I aimed for heads as often as not, shearing through horned, foul scales with rifts shaped like orbs the size of eggs, designed to turn anything they connected with inside out.


  Even here, my steps and positions guided me—if a little less directly. Because of my training, I could position myself to hurl devastation at one target after another, taking the shortest distance between them and moving quickly on to the next.


  The demonspawn were tough, but they were not as tough as true demons. They could withstand being shot if the projectiles didn’t hit anything immediately vital, and some of them had flesh strong enough that such weapons were useless.


  But none could take a rift to the brain without dropping like a stone, and my rifts didn’t care in the least how tough the flesh of these demonspawn happened to be.


  They also didn’t even care about the stonework beneath the demonspawn’s feet, and I did my best to ensure that they dissipated before reaching that stone.


  I killed one after another, using one hand to cast rifts while the other kept me in contact with the gravity rift keeping me afloat. I took out twenty demonspawn in the first thirty seconds, and then another twenty in the thirty seconds that followed.


  While I remained silent, doing my best not to attract any attention so that I could continue as long as possible, both the monsters on the ground and the defenders on the walls soon began to take notice.


  As well they might, the latter in particular, because I targeted those spawn they struggled against most. Life after life was saved with almost every cast of my rifts, and I took out those monsters with Heartfire crystals as well.


  When the demonspawn began throwing things my way—rocks, bits of wood, even sections of armor ripped from the Guardsmen—I had no option other than to use my own Heartfire crystal, blinking out of existence even as I continued my attacks.


  For three, four, then five minutes, I kept at it, hurling globes of death from above, striking down monsters who never saw me coming and could do nothing to prevent my attacks.


  My only regrets were that I couldn’t pause to harvest the Heartfire crystals the demonspawn were using, and despite taking the time to look, I couldn’t quickly spot either the Movallis ritualists or the elite, crystal-augmented soldiers—or Eamon Movallis himself.


  If I weren’t so busy murdering demonspawn, perhaps I could have gone hunting. But even after five solid minutes of effort and several hundred demonspawn deaths at my hand alone, the defenders were still outnumbered, if not by nearly so great a margin.


  However, it wasn’t just me putting in the effort. Everywhere I looked, I could see heroes in action. Gifted men of great strength and ability stood toe to toe with monsters, taking wounds enough to fell giants and continuing to fight.


  I saw Elias in his full stone-golem transformation, roaring as he crashed his massive fists into his foes, hurling them from the wall or stomping them beneath his huge feet.


  The Eldraine noble’s Gifthound was there as well, ripping demonspawn flesh to ribbons with teeth as hard as stone and a body to match.


  I saw other Eldraines putting in work as well, some with the Stoneskin Gift and others without. And I knew that at the end of this day, it was more than likely that Lucian’s Uncle Vernon would be petitioned for more Guardsmen to replace those who fell.


  Another time, I saw Matthas on the inward side of the wall, working with his followers to track down those demonspawn that had got past the wall completely to wreak havoc within.


  I understood that the Movallis’ purpose by then was to defeat the Guardsmen completely, to have Captain Braxton lay his arms down in surrender. Without access to Lord Alaric Voss, this was their only remaining hope of taking full control of the mine.


  But the demonspawn were mindless, or close enough to it, and they didn’t care about such specific goals. All that mattered to them was the chance to create carnage, so when they were beyond the control of the Delamere mind-benders, they simply ran amok.


  And that understanding was what drew me back outside the wall, and higher into the air, beyond my useful range for casting deadly rifts.


  From up there, I could get a more complete view of the battle and could see which demonspawn seemed more under control and which were more feral.


  That allowed me to focus on a particular place, outside the wall but behind a few rocks, that seemed somehow different from everywhere else.


  It was the rain that told me the story. That and the fact that this spot seemed calm, whereas everywhere else, demonspawn raged and chaos ensued.


  But it was the rain that convinced me. Everywhere else, it seemed to fall fairly evenly, albeit in regular squalls. But here, in that space, it did not.


  I looked down on that area for some seconds before I truly understood. Even when I used my mana sight, I still couldn’t make out what was happening, but I knew anyway.


  “Illusions,” I said out loud to myself.


  I knew that the Delamere contingent had to be close to control the demonspawn. But I hadn’t considered that the Movallis ritualists didn’t seem to be focused on creating portals anymore. Now, I understood that the last portal I’d seen was the one in Alaric Voss’s residence, and I also knew why that was.


  The ritualists were focused instead on crafting illusions to keep the Delamere mind-benders from being exposed.


  As soon as I came to that conclusion, I laughed and moved to within my effective range once again.


  Then I unleashed, casting deadly sphere after sphere at that location, not caring in the least that it seemed to be empty.


  And I was rewarded for my efforts. In just a few moments, that supposedly empty space became littered with dead and dying men and women. To me, that only clarified my targets, and with something akin to glee, I took out that group of ritualists and the Delamere mind-benders as well.


  The effect was both immediate and dramatic. All at once, the demonspawn in the area became erratic, turning on themselves and heading off in random directions, as well as some of them continuing their attack. But the defenders on the wall now had to contend with no more than a third of the attackers, at least in that section.


  But there were other sections where the demonspawn continued their attack, and I knew there were other groups of mind benders still at work.


  So I repeated the process, flying high and looking for patterns amid the chaos, and I found another spot where something seemed amiss.


  Once again, I descended to where I could cast my spells at my target.


  Again, I quickly broke the illusion and murdered those who had been hidden. Another group of demonspawn became chaotic and uncontrollable.


  But that’s where things stopped going according to plan. I figured there had to be at least one more group, and that I could find it in the same way. But perhaps the chaos of the demonspawn, already released by the death of the mind-benders I had killed, had stumbled upon the others that were hidden.


  Or perhaps the chaos was simply too much. Either way, a third group became visible, and then, to my surprise, a fourth as well.


  The fourth group was bigger than the rest. The illusionists were hiding not just more Delamere mind-benders but a contingent of soldiers as well.


  I could almost smell the Heartfire crystals on them.


  At first, most of them didn’t appear to notice that the illusion no longer held. So, I did what came naturally and crossed the distance between me and the contingent of soldiers swiftly, once more flinging death at them from above.


  But these were not demonspawn, mostly mindless subhuman creatures acting on instinct. These were trained soldiers with unpredictable powers.


  Perhaps, just for a moment, I’d forgotten I was no longer omnipotent.


  Back at my peak during my previous life, I could have wiped them all out in an instant, while keeping myself shielded from any possible retaliation, and the whole thing would have been over and done in a moment.


  But now, while I was a beacon of strength and power compared to what I had been when I first woke up in this body, I was a long way from my invulnerable self.


  The things I was doing took effort and concentration, and my supply of mana was dwindling. I couldn’t have created a shield big enough to protect all of me even if I wanted to. Creating a shield network, like I’d done when Count Thornwood’s men had fired upon me, was too much of a strain.


  Perhaps I was relying too much on my invisibility crystal, especially when I knew there were those among the Movallis who could still see my spark. Or maybe I was just tired and didn’t expect Eamon Movallis to be among those the illusion had hidden.


  The first indication that he was indeed there was when he looked in my direction and let out a snarl.


  “You again!” he bellowed. Then he unleashed his own power, the one that had knocked me into a wall once before.


  I wasn’t quick enough to avoid it, nor could I conjure a rift in time to counter it, especially since I still had my gravity rift in place. So the wave of force Eamon hurled in my direction caught me full-on.


  Clearly, Eamon had limitations in terms of distance the same way I did. His power wasn’t strong enough to do any major damage, not by itself. But it was strong enough to knock me out of the sky.


  The unexpectedness of Eamon’s attack, combined with the sudden sensation of falling, left me momentarily reeling. But even then, I was the master of rifts. In scarcely a moment, I had myself back under control, at least mentally, and was prepared to regain that control physically as well.


  I was only thirty feet or so off the ground. Even if I were to land awkwardly, my strength and durability had increased to the point where it was unlikely I would sustain significant damage.


  But I had other options as well beyond simply accepting the fall. I could create another gravity rift and return to my former position, or I could create a normal rift and bring it over my body to reappear where I chose, having arrested my momentum in the process.


  I’d already decided on the former when Eamon hit me with a second wall of force, more powerful than the first.


  It sent me spinning, and this time, I couldn’t recover quickly enough. I hit the wet, stony ground hard, taking the brunt of the impact on one shoulder, which went immediately numb.


  I let out a grunt of pain and lost control of the mana flow to my Heartfire crystal, which meant that I suddenly became visible to the more than thirty Movallis soldiers among whom I had fallen.


  Many, if not all, of these soldiers were more than just normally Gifted. They had Heartfire crystals as well, and before I could even begin to recover, Eamon Movallis called out, “Get him!”


  I had no time to think, although an instinctual part of my mind was offended that it was the height of dishonor for a noble like him not to face me with honor. Then the soldiers attacked, with the heels of their boots to begin with, but then with weapons, bringing swords and polearms to bear.


  I was winded, my shoulder numb, and my brain had been shaken enough that I couldn’t immediately conjure any form of magical response. But I didn’t have to focus very intently to draw my own weapon and hoist myself to my knees.


  I became aware that my shoulder was not my only injury. Perhaps I’d been wrong when I thought it had taken the brunt of my fall. Because my left ankle had somehow become twisted as well, and I wasn’t entirely sure it could take my weight.


  Even so, I was still able to make use of my steps, in a limited fashion, and my positions as well. And even if I was currently one-handed, the hand I possessed was attached to my sword arm, and I knew how to defend myself.


  I was surrounded, and the men who faced me were powerful. But for the first several seconds, I was able to prevent more than a nick to my sleeve, having kept every blade away from anything vital, and I even managed to score a point or two with the tip of my blade.


  I snarled in anger as I did my best to maneuver, barely preventing a blade from piercing my back, but those couple of seconds my physical abilities bought me were enough.


  I conjured a rift along the edge of my blade, and instead of parrying the next attack, I sheared through the man’s steel and his ribs for good measure.


  But I wasn’t the only one to start using my powers. In my next attack, my blade went clean through my opponent, and not because nothing could stand up to my rift magic. This time, it was because the man I’d cut became insubstantial, only to reform the moment my blade passed through.


  I caught sight of a glowing, oversized hammer made of pure mana as it descended toward my head and had no choice but to fling myself to one side, damaging my shoulder anew. I cried out in pain as I rolled and managed to stand despite my ankle, then extended the rift on my sword beyond the tip of the blade by a full six feet.


  Then, gritting my teeth I spun about in a full three-sixty.


  It didn’t matter what capabilities the men around me possessed; few of them could withstand my rift-enhanced sword. I cut through at least half a dozen at once. As they fell, I watched for the man with the insubstantial power. While he seemed unhurt, it took him a moment for his two halves to rejoin.


  This gave me enough time to conjure a normal rift beneath my feet. I did so, slipping through to appear once more in the sky, as far from the ground as I could manage. Immediately, I began falling again, but now I had the leeway to recreate my gravity rift.


  I managed to arrest my fall, but even as I thought to regain the advantage, a shining whip-like length of pure mana reached out and wrapped itself around my waist.


  The mana lasso held me tight. I could smell my wet cloak starting to singe at the contact, but for the most part, all it did was hold me in place.


  If I still had my sword drawn, and the rift wrapped around its blade, it would have been a minor inconvenience at best to cut the mana lasso off and continue on my way. But I was down to one functional arm, so I’d had to sheath my sword when conjuring my gravity rift and using it to fly. I tested my arm with the numb shoulder and found I could move my fingers a little, but not nearly enough to draw and use my dagger.


  Yet we were not at an impasse.


  The man controlling the mana lasso began to pull me toward him.


  What he didn’t know, however, was that the gestures I sometimes made when conjuring a rift were unnecessary. There were spells involved, but that was mostly about defining the shape, size, strength, and function of the rifts. Even the gravity rift above my head could exist without my direct contact, but I still needed to hold my hand within it for its gravity to take effect.


  The spherical rifts I’d been using to such great effect required no physical contact to control them.


  Not that I actually touched the rifts when I held them anyway. They typically floated an inch or two away from my flesh so that I didn’t inadvertently damage myself.


  The throwing action I employed was little more than a habit. It helped but wasn’t essential.


  So, using no more than a twitch of my fingers from my damaged arm, I conjured another such rift and dropped it on the head of the man holding the mana lasso.


  Instantly, that mana lasso faded, and I quickly rose another twenty feet in the air, just as Eamon cast another concussive blast in my direction. This time, it sailed beneath my feet, and I could have dropped another spherical rift on Eamon himself if I didn’t know he would simply bat it aside.


  Instead, I conjured a rift I’d used once before, the one that acted to increase the volume of my voice, and I let my irritation at the whole situation show.


  “That’s enough!” I bellowed down to Eamon and his men.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three

  


  Such was the volume of my words that the Movallis soldiers actually paused in what they were doing.


  I seized the advantage. “Look around you!” I bellowed. “Can you not see that you’ve already lost? You do not have Lord Alaric in your grasp, and your demonspawn army is all but defeated! They are scattered and beyond your control, your Delamere mind benders dead, and your illusions broken. All that remains is for Ironhold’s defenders to clear up the rabble, and then you are done!”


  Eamon offered a snarl that was clear even from the distance. I knew that hovering in one place came with risks, that even without powers, his men could have pistols, and all it might take was one lucky shot.


  But I was also aware that such pistols were not accurate over any real distance, and it would have to be a very lucky shot indeed.


  And besides, Eamon and I were talking.


  “Even without the aid of the demonspawn, my men and I will be more than enough!” Eamon bellowed back, loud enough for me to hear without any effort, but a long way short of my enhanced volume. “Your Guardsmen are nothing in comparison! They won’t stand for long!”


  At this, I barked a laugh. “The Guardsmen of Ironhold have stood until now,” I shouted back. “And your men cannot even defeat me!”


  I paused there for long enough for one and all to privately acknowledge the truth of my words. Then I continued. “Eamon Movallis, how many more of your men are you willing to see die for a failed attempt at a takeover?”


  I chose my words very deliberately, intending to demoralize those still standing. At the same time, everything I said was true, and everyone knew it. This attack had indeed failed. It had done so when I’d spoiled the attempt to kidnap Alaric, and then again when the Movallis men had lost control of the horde.


  All that remained now was the cleanup and ransom of any prisoners back to the Movallis House.


  But Eamon didn’t want to face this truth.


  “No!” he shouted. “No! We are not finished! Soldiers, draw your pistols and long guns! Shoot him out of the sky!”


  Immediately, I activated my invisibility crystal once more and flew farther up and in random directions. Still, though, I continued to use my rift-enhanced voice.


  “If even one of you fires, I will rain such hell down upon you that my previous efforts will look friendly in comparison!”


  The Movallis soldiers had witnessed the effects of me raining death upon them before. For a heartbeat, then two, and even a third, no one chose to fire.


  That was enough to get Eamon sputtering, and even though I couldn’t be seen, I was offering my usual grin.


  Yes, I knew that Eamon himself could tell where I was. Some of his men likely could as well. But that hesitation, and Eamon’s subsequent sputtering, had done the job. No one was prepared to suffer my wrath should the first volley fail.


  “Do it! Fire upon him!” Eamon bellowed.


  But I cut in before anyone could do anything rash.


  “Eamon Movallis!” I bellowed, loud enough it seemed to shake the very rain in the air. “It is cold, it is wet, and your men have done enough dying for one day! Upon my word, if you surrender, you will all keep your lives! But if you do not, then I will have no choice but to murder you all! Is that what you want?”


  At every word I said, the bloodlust, the desire for battle among Eamon’s soldiers was fading. But Eamon himself was unwilling. He began to shriek, to curse his men, to cajole them into doing his bidding, and I knew if I let it continue, then someone would loose a volley my way, and I would have to make good on my promise.


  In truth, with a damaged arm and my mana reserves running low, I honestly didn’t know whether or not I could. So I offered another option.


  “Of course, you could aid your cause by facing me in a duel. Should you win, you can do as you wish. But if I should win, this quarrel is over and done! As one noble to another, that is my offer! Do you accept?”


  Eamon and I had fought once before, and in truth, it might have been unclear to him who had the best of it. And he must have known I was injured, and low on mana as well.


  Either way, his attitude changed immediately. “I accept!” he called out. “On the condition that you face me like a man, without hiding behind your invisibility power!”


  “Agreed,” I said. I was already drifting closer to him, and I continued to do so for a moment or two before cutting off my mana supply to my crystal.


  I knew Eamon’s reactions were quick. He’d managed to step out of the way when I appeared behind him before, and his power was a match for my thrown rifts. In addition, I had no real defense against his concussive force ability—a fact that the grin on his face suggested he knew.


  But I still had a trick or two up my sleeve that the man hadn’t seen before.


  I became visible within twenty feet of the man, and as soon as I did, he unleashed another of his blasts. But I was ready and did two things almost at once. I let my gravity rift go and conjured the sort of rift I’d used to hold Elias in place, wrapping it around one of Eamon’s feet.


  I felt the breeze of his efforts as his blast passed above me and did two more things in quick succession. I conjured a normal rift and brought it down over my body so that I could appear not behind Eamon but in front of him.


  And I drew my sword.


  This time, I didn’t even bother to wrap the blade in a rift. My presence so close had surprised him, and he had no time, no chance to respond before I ran him through.


  It was a quick death. Eamon was a spy, not a soldier, and a noble as well. He wasn’t wearing plate armor, just a normal doublet and cloak, much like I was.


  My strike pierced his heart through, and he managed a surprised, strangled gurgle before falling back off my blade. The light went out of his eyes very quickly, and I turned to his men.


  There were around twenty of them still standing, perhaps a few more. But Eamon was the strongest of them, and I’d just killed him without breaking a sweat.


  “Drop your weapons,” I ordered casually, my voice no longer enhanced by my rift but still loud and clear. “And those of you with Heartfire crystals, drop them as well. You are my prisoners, and you will accompany me and do as I say.”


  If they hadn’t seen me in action, they may well have ignored what appeared to be a seventeen-year-old boy, hardly a man at all, before them. But actions spoke loudly, their leader was dead, and I could make good on my promise to rain death from above at any moment.


  In silence, they did as I asked.


  I had one of the men gather up all of the crystals, and I immediately stored them away in one of my rifts. Then I had them bind each other’s wrists behind their backs, using whatever lengths of cord they had on them. I bound the last of the men myself, albeit awkwardly because I still didn’t have full use of one arm.


  Then we sat back and waited for the Guardsmen to finish up with the demonspawn that remained. I took the time to meditate a little, keeping one eye open, of course, to recover some of the strength I’d used.


  Finally, a sub-captain with a contingent of Guardsmen came out and helped me guide the prisoners inside, even carrying Eamon’s corpse as well.


  I did my best not to limp on my damaged ankle. I didn’t want more Movallis soldiers to know of my comparative weakness. I figured they might not take it well if they knew.


  There’s a feeling after a battle that’s difficult to describe. It’s a mixture of relief to have simply survived, mixed with pure jubilation, the after-effects of the adrenaline coursing through veins.


  Yet there’s grief as well, and some get maudlin as they consider the meaning of life and death. And not all survivors come through such an event physically unscathed. Some of the wounded wail and cry out in their ongoing pain.


  And then there are the odors. The scent of death, of blood and spilled intestines and emptied bladders. But on this occasion, that scent was mixed with the foul odor of slain demonspawn, and the vileness of that was hard to ignore.


  The personal reactions to such a thing are varied as well. Some want to celebrate, to get drunk and find others to share in all the emotions that came with it. Some seek solace and effectively hide away from the world for a while.


  For me, I’d spent decades leading men, and knew the value of being among them at such times. And I had no intention of letting a wounded shoulder and ankle prevent me from doing that.


  I nodded at faces I knew, speaking only occasionally, and I learned that my efforts had not gone unnoticed. They were speaking of how I had flown about, single-handedly tearing apart large numbers of demonspawn and more besides.


  It wasn’t well-known that it was me who’d taken control of those demonspawn away from the Movallis and Delamere Houses, as I’d been invisible through much of that time. But my battle against Eamon and his soldiers had been seen from the wall, and they’d all heard my voice raised in an augmented shout.


  All in all, they viewed me as a hero, a singular man who had turned the tide of the battle.


  Even Elias’s and Matthas’s views were the same. From them, however, there was more a tone of respect than hero worship, tempered in Matthas’s case by the difference in our status.


  It had been a short but brutal fight, and as the afternoon progressed, I learned that Captain Braxton wanted to see me.


  I wanted to see him as well, so I went to his office, and we spoke for some time. I simply told him all that had happened, although he knew part of it from first-hand experience. He’d been among those on the wall, using his aura crystal against the demonspawn.


  When I finished, he drew a deep breath and studied me closely.


  “You have done Ironhold a great service,” he said. “Far beyond what was required of you in the contract that brought you here.” He paused for a moment, then continued. “It is only right that you are granted a reward for your efforts. So, speak. Tell me what reward you might seek, and if it is in my power, I will grant it.”


  I grinned at the man and asked for the only thing I truly wanted: to be personally released from the Eldraine-Voss contract so that I might return to the city with my honor firmly intact.


  The Captain wasn’t entirely happy to honor my request, noting how someone with my particular Gifts was valuable to the settlement. I countered by suggesting that the greatest threat they faced was, for the moment at least, largely nullified, and I topped it off by mentioning that I’d acquired a number of additional Heartfire crystals that could enhance his soldiers’ abilities.


  I warned him, however, that they might not be available should I have to stay.


  The Captain could have been infuriated by my words, but he laughed instead, and we negotiated a price.


  I left his office with another promissory note and a document approving my release from the contract, and I could have taken my leave then and there.


  But I had one last thing to do. I’d let the Guardsmen know where they might find Alaric the first chance I got. Now, I asked to speak with him as well, and of course, given all I had done, he was happy to oblige.


  We met back at his residence, although in a different set of rooms than the ones I’d seen before. In the time since I’d seen him last, his entire demeanor toward me had changed. Clearly, he’d come to terms with my having saved his life, and he no longer thought of me as just a boy, too young and inexperienced to be of any real use.


  He offered me a brandy, as he might have done to someone more equal, which I readily accepted, and we passed a few moments in inconsequential talk.


  “Now,” he said, “Let’s get down to it. What can I do for the hero of Ironhold and my own personal savior?”


  I gave him a wolfish grin. “There is a contract between your House and mine that has become onerous. What I would like is for you to convince your father, the Baron, that it is in the best interests of both Houses to renegotiate that contract.”


  His expression was not promising, but I wasn’t yet done. “Of course, I understand that your father believes the value of this contract to be worth the inconvenience to my family. But he has made more than one error in calculation. First, consider the possible outcome of the recent attack if I’d not been willing to act outside the letter of our contract.”


  Alaric nodded, and I continued. “Be aware that I’m not the only Eldraine with capabilities beyond those currently being used. You already know that Elias has a keen mind to go with his formidable strength, or he wouldn’t be one of those trusted by Captain Braxton. Lady Celine is as well, and even acting as your personal guard at the hotel was technically beyond the scope of the contract.”


  I could see that he was being persuaded, but I still had one final argument. “And consider that at the moment, you have an agreement with our House, but you are not really considered our allies. And you have more than one powerful enemy allied against you. So wouldn’t a more equitable agreement be of value to you as well?”


  Alaric might be erratic, to the point of being sometimes unstable, but he wasn’t a fool. He clearly understood what I was saying.


  I was aware that I could also have threatened him. As things were, from his father’s perspective, Alaric had weathered a storm. But what he didn’t know was that he’d personally let a viper gain access to the mine, and that viper had almost brought the whole settlement down.


  I could have mentioned that I could whisper such truths in the Baron’s ear, and Alaric would never again be in a position of such authority.


  But this was something Alaric already knew, and making such threats to a noble was simply not an honorable thing to do.


  Yet there was one more thing I could say. “My Lord Alaric, you owe me. And, if you remember, you already agreed to repay me.”


  I’d made my point, and Alaric knew it. He promised to make his father see the value of an updated arrangement.


  After that, all that was left for me to do was say my goodbyes. I did so at the victory celebration before retiring to my hotel suite for one final time.


  Elias and Matthas both wished me well, as did numerous others. Lady Celine expressed both jealousy and disappointment about my departure, the jealousy because she wasn’t fond of this contract either and the disappointment because when I left, she would have to find alternate accommodation, pay for the hotel suite herself, or return to the barracks—the last option being something she really didn’t want to do.


  I also said goodbye to Hunter, ruffling his fur and promising myself I’d get a Gifthound at my earliest opportunity. Then, before I went to sleep one last time in Ironhold, I took my usual position on the floor and began meditating.


  By then, much of the feeling in my arm had returned, although that had come with considerable pain, and my ankle was swollen. I knew that, due to the work I’d done on my channels, such injuries would fade in just a few days, but something had also become clear about the Heartfire crystal that I hadn’t been able to figure out before.


  I brought it back out, and once more, I sent a stream of mana towards it to activate it.


  A few seconds later, I started to smile. It hadn’t seemed to work the first time I tried it because at the time I was without injury, or at least, those that I'd had were mostly healed anyway and I hadn't noticed the difference. This time, as I sat there, I could feel the power of the Heartfire crystal go to work on both my shoulder and ankle. It wasn’t an instant fix, but within half an hour, both injuries were no more.


  It was a healing crystal, and it was more effective even than the Winterling’s presence.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four

  


  The return journey was relatively uneventful, with only a stray pack of mountain wolves to chase off on the way. Without Lady Celine’s company—I was the only one returning—it was even a little dull, and I was looking forward to resuming my life in the city.


  First, I stopped by the Eldraine family residence to speak with Lucian’s uncle and update him on what had happened at the settlement.


  The man was surprised that I’d returned so soon. His first instinct was to rage at me, assuming that I had done something dishonorable to get myself thrown out. The document provided by Captain Braxton calmed him down to the point where he was able to listen, and I told him my tale.


  At first, he wasn’t sure if he could believe some of the things I said, but I gave him my word as a noble of the House of Eldraine that it was all true.


  In the end, he only had a couple of questions.


  “Do you think the Movallis are done?” he asked, and I said that they’d been beaten soundly enough that it would be some time before they tried anything like that again. More likely, they would turn their attention to less well-defended opportunities.


  I also told him to expect a request for more men, and he sobered.


  “What about losses? In this battle against the demonspawn. How many of our men did we lose?”


  I had those numbers ready in anticipation of the question. In truth, the Eldraine casualties were slight, with none of those with an uncommon Gift seriously injured, and the few deaths we incurred limited to mercenaries.


  The older man nodded and seemed to relax at the news. “And what of these crystals? You said you would supply them to the Voss guardsmen?”


  I nodded. “At a price,” I said.


  “And this is that business interest you mentioned?” I nodded. “Then why would you not offer them to members of your own House?”


  At this, I gave Lucian’s uncle a wolfish grin. “I will,” I said, “if you have the coin to purchase them.”


  At this, Vernon started to bluster, suggesting that family was more important than profit. But I responded that business was business, and I had no intention of going broke.


  We dickered back and forth a little, eventually agreeing that I would start supplying House Eldraine with a supply of crystals at a discounted price. Which I was happy to do. After all, I did want a strong House behind me, and this was a quick way to enable them to compete with the more powerful Houses.


  Finally, Vernon Eldraine asked about the deal I’d made with Alaric Voss.


  “Do you think he will be able to convince the Baron to revisit the contract between our Houses?” the man asked. I could hear the hope in his voice, but he was anxious as well. His large, powerful-looking hands were on top of his desk, fidgeting with a roll of parchment.


  “He knows it is in his best interests to do so. And those of his House. If he is unable to persuade his father, then I would be very surprised.”


  The older man studied me as if trying to ascertain whether he could trust my judgment or not. In the end, he blew out a deep breath.


  “I suppose that’s better than anything we’ve managed to get over the past several years. But what if it doesn’t work?


  “Then you spread the word that the Eldraines are to adhere to every last word of that contract but no more than that. And make it clear that up until now we have been acting in good faith, but the Voss Household has not. One way or another, we need to balance that particular scale.”


  At this, Vernon began nodding, and I knew that one way or the other, the contract that had been crippling the Eldraines would absolutely be renegotiated.


  It was nearly time for me to complete my journey back to the city I now thought of as home. But before I did so, I had to set expectations so that I wouldn’t be faced with a similar situation again in the future.


  “So now you are more aware of what I can do,” I said. “And I’m sure you agree that hiring me just to be another warm body is not the best use of my skills.”


  Given all that I’d told him, all that I’d done, Vernon Eldraine had no choice but to nod.


  “As you know, I will honor the obligations of our House without question. But perhaps, the next time you wish to hire me out, you might consider doing so at a higher rate and choose roles where my skills can make a real difference.”


  Again, the older man nodded.


  “And it might pay to look for opportunities of a more interesting type for some of the others as well. Celine and Elias both come to mind. Their capabilities are wasted if all they get to do is stand guard on the wall. And who knows? Maybe House Eldraine starts offering more elite services, our fortunes might take a turn for the better.”


  Clearly, I’d given Lucian’s uncle much to think about, but I wasn’t yet done at the homestead. Once more, I made a point to visit Lucian’s father, but there was no real change to his condition.


  I stayed as long as I could while ensuring that I could return to the hotel in the city at a reasonable hour, and then it was time to leave.


  There was more snow on the ground than there had been when I left, but at least I no longer had to put up with the sleeting, frigid rain. I found myself enjoying the familiar sights and sounds and wondered at how swiftly this place had become my new home.


  Then I was back at the hotel. I rented a suite, hung up my still-damp cloak, and took the time to clean up after the long journey.


  By the time I was done, I’d just heard the eighth afternoon bell toll, and I judged it not too late at all to visit Adrian and Evan.


  So I went to their rooms and knocked on the door, then waited for Evan to answer.


  Here ends book 2.


  You can find book 3 here: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DPNDSMDW
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