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      Ostenheim always started to stink in the spring. Every year it was the same. Manfred drew in a particularly fragrant lungful and wrinkled his nose in disgust. He hated most things about Ostenheim, from the overly crowded streets to the accents to the garish clothes the Ostians favoured. Every day felt like a trial. Every day in the city had. For eight years.

      He spotted the man he was looking for, walking down the narrow, busy street with the self-assuredness of someone who thought they owned it. He was well-dressed and had two rough-looking types with him, walking a few paces behind, along with another more bookish-looking sort leading the way who was demanding people move aside. The people on the street did as they were told. They knew who he was. He had become a man to be recognised. To be feared.

      Manfred had been hired to ensure this state of affairs ended abruptly.

      The man’s name was Pandolfo Roperti. He was a minor burgess, and it was being whispered in the darker corners of the city that he was making moves to take over this district. That he had his own budding little family of the Ostian underworld variety in development. The hubris born of his ambition had brought him to the attention of the Gebardi. This district was theirs. Had been for centuries. They had no desire to see their territory threatened, so they had hired Manfred to take care of the problem, as they had done for a number of their problems over the past few years.

      Winters were mild in Ostenheim—as far removed from a winter in Ruripathia as Manfred could imagine. The summers were hot, sticky, and uncomfortable—the reason anyone who could afford to own property in the countryside left the city until autumn had well and truly arrived. That wasn’t an option for Manfred and his family. They had nothing, and had to remain within Ostenheim’s walls, dreaming of the cool and pleasant memories of Ruripathia. The only saving grace was that by midsummer, the stench that had developed with the growing warmth had become part of daily life. He was always aware of it, though—the aroma of hundreds of thousands of people, animals, refuse, and who knew what else.

      Manfred tried to ignore the smell and returned his attention to the street before him. He was on a job, and as galling as it was for him, he knew the importance of each piece of work he got. These jobs, no matter how demeaning, were the only source of money coming in for his family. Life had been hard since they’d fled Ruripathia and his father was killed.

      That thought burned deep within him. His father had been a loyal servant of the Crown, and the Crown had turned on him. From what his father had said in the last few moments Manfred had spent with him before being sent south with his mother, brother, and sister, a boy of Manfred’s acquaintance had been the one to denounce him. A savage little Northlander to whom Manfred had taken an instant dislike. Manfred was determined that one day, he’d settle that score.

      Manfred waited until Roperti reached the place on the street that Manfred had selected. He made his move. It was a natural choke point between the tall red-brick buildings on either side of the cobbled street. A spot where Manfred could do his job before the two toughs Roperti had in tow were able to get in on the action.

      Manfred moved quickly from the doorway he’d been waiting in. He skipped down the two steps leading up to it, which had given him enough of a height advantage to spot his prey at a distance, and pushed his way through the crowd.

      ‘Pandolfo Roperti!’ Manfred said. ‘The Gebardi send their regards.’

      For this job, Manfred had chosen a short sword with a broad, fullered blade. He stabbed it into Roperti’s chest up to the hilt, then twisted it as he pulled it free. He was confident he’d struck the heart, and that his task was well done. There were still the toughs to consider, however.

      He stepped back as Roperti’s body dropped to the ground, and surveyed the former burgess’s men. They’d been hired for their experience in tavern brawls rather than professionalism, and Manfred knew it would take them a moment to make sense of the situation. He’d considered using this time to make good his escape, but that wouldn’t have sent quite the message the Gebardi wanted.

      Manfred cast a quick glance over his shoulder to check on the bookish vanguard, and was satisfied to see him continuing on down the street as fast as he could manage. Three bodies would be enough.

      The first tough came through the choke point, almost tripping over his master’s body as he drew a cheap-looking short sword. He committed all his weight to attacking Manfred, his inexpertly-held sword leading the way. Manfred slapped the sword to one side with his own and stepped out of the way, pulling his blade across the tough’s belly as his momentum carried him past. A hard cut down on the back of the man’s head finished the matter.

      It occurred to Manfred that no one on the street had uttered so much as a scream. The only indication that he had done anything at all was how scrupulously passers-by averted their gaze so as not to see him. How inured the people were to violence on the street added to his disgust at the city, but this was useful to his needs.

      Manfred turned his attention to the remaining man. He seemed far less interested in throwing himself into the fray, no doubt wondering who was paying him now that his boss was dead. Manfred didn’t give him the opportunity to reconsider his employment. He stepped around Roperti’s body and the growing pool of blood surrounding it, and thrust at the final bodyguard.

      The man was nimbler than Manfred had given him credit for. He managed to dodge out of the way, then made a fumbled attempt to draw his sword. Judging by the lump on his nose and his two cauliflower ears, this was a man more accustomed to using his fists than a blade, so Manfred allowed him a moment to produce it. He was curious to see what the fellow was capable of.

      His blade presented, Manfred gave him a nod and a smile. A fast feint at the thug’s blade followed by a faster change of line put Manfred’s sword in the man’s throat, wedged firmly between two vertebrae. Manfred gave it a sharp tug, but it seemed to be stuck fast. It was a cheap weapon that he’d bought specifically for this job—a rapier was never much use in a street as tight and crowded as this—so he shrugged and let go of the handle. Then he turned on his heel and headed to his employer to make his report.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Even though he had a purse filled with gold coins at his belt, there was little about Manfred’s return home to bring him happiness. The apartment, on the third floor of a decrepit building on the fringe of the eminently unfashionable warehouse district, was a misery to spend time in. His family were all out at work. Work. For a family such as his.

      He shook his head, and wondered if the failure was his. There was no money for a dowry for his sister, nor to pay for his brother to go to the academy. Manfred’s academy fees had used the last of the funds they’d been able to bring south with them. The hope had been that earning his banner would be enough to make him the breadwinner for his family, to return them to the position they had lost. It hadn’t. His father had earned a fortune by this point in his life.

      His family were all employed in jobs that were beneath them. Any job was beneath them. As he looked around the apartment, all Manfred could think of was his family’s old home at Berndorf. A palace. His anger grew as he took the pouch of gold from his belt and placed it on the small table in the corner. It would take hundreds more like it to get him and his family back to where they had been. Thousands. He was never going to lift them out of the gutter by cutting throats for the Gebardi.

      What a pitiful way to spend his twenty-third birthday.

      He turned with a start at a noise on the other side of the door. Manfred reached for his sword, but his belt was empty, and he remembered that he had left his blade sticking out of one of the goons he’d killed. His rapier was in its case by the window, several paces away across creaky floorboards. He stood stock still, and slowed his breathing to better hear. Might the Gebardi have decided they had no further need of his services? It wouldn’t be the first time they’d chosen to dispense of a contractor who had too much dirt on them.

      He spotted movement: a note being slid underneath the door. Was it time to breathe a sigh of relief? Who might be writing to them? A birthday greeting, perhaps? The thought put a bitter smile on his face. He didn’t have any friends. All their friends had fled, along with their wealth and prestige. It had been a long time since the last letter had been pushed under the door.

      Manfred waited until he was sure there was no more movement on the other side of the door, and scooped up the paper. The note was addressed to him, and had a proper wax seal. Not something you often saw in those parts. He broke the wax and unfolded the note. It was from a lawyer with an office in Bankers, the district of the city where most banks, counting houses, and lawyers kept their offices, and it requested that he attend on the lawyer at his earliest convenience. With nothing more to do that day and his curiosity piqued, Manfred set off.
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        * * *

      

      The lawyer’s office was larger than Manfred had expected, occupying an entire building on the same street as Ostenheim’s main branch of Sherbane’s Banking House, one of the biggest banks in the world. That meant the rent was high. This lawyer was no second-rate hustler.

      He called in, and was shown not to an office, but through the building to a storage shed in the yard at the back. It was as odd as anything Manfred had ever experienced, but he supposed his name and his line of work might have reached the ears of a lawyer who needed a more strongly persuasive argument. It occurred to Manfred that this might be a lucrative new area for him to move into professionally, and decided to be on his best behaviour.

      The clerk who brought him to the yard disappeared to fetch the lawyer, leaving Manfred alone there for long enough to start growing concerned. He’d killed enough foot soldiers and even a couple of lieutenants of other Ostenheim families for the Gebardi that his name and reputation were known, but that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. It wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that one of them might have decided he’d become too great a threat to let live.

      He realised his hand had already drifted to the hilt of his sword—a serviceable steel weapon that had seen him through the academy, although no match for the Telastrian blade he’d had to sell.

      A courtyard like this was the perfect place to do away with someone. It was completely enclosed by the tall buildings surrounding it, but for one gated archway that was wide enough to allow carts through from the street. There were windows aplenty looking down from the higher floors of the building—lots of options for bowmen to shoot him down without anyone having to put themselves in harm’s way.

      ‘Banneret Berndorf, I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,’ a man said as he entered the courtyard. He was of medium height and had the look of prosperity about him—plump and well-dressed in the black robes of the legal profession.

      ‘I’m Gennaro Baro, solicitor at law. I attended to some of your late father’s legal matters in Ostenheim, one of which necessitates this meeting.’

      Manfred nodded and allowed himself relax a little. He wasn’t aware of any of his father’s legal affairs persisting.

      ‘If you’d like to follow me,’ the lawyer said. From his robe he pulled a large ring carrying a number of keys, and set to unlocking the door to the storage shed.

      ‘Your father entrusted my firm with safeguarding a chest,’ Baro said, ‘to be handed over to you when you reach twenty-three years of age—which I’m given to understand is today?’ He looked at Manfred with the wry, intelligent smile of one who enjoys knowing more than might be expected. ‘Felicitations,’ he added as an afterthought.

      ‘Yes,’ Manfred said, uncomfortable that some man who had been a complete stranger to him until moments before knew so much about him. ‘Thank you.’

      Baro opened the door, and walked inside. He took a small magelight—a glass sphere of warm, bright light, caged in a fine brass housing—from his robe, and set it on a shelf.

      He looked around for a moment, then moved to one of the several chests in the room.

      ‘This is it,’ Baro said. He held up a key, then handed it to Manfred. ‘I can give you a few moments to inspect the contents, and then—all being in order, as I assure you it is—we can arrange to have the chest delivered to an address of your choosing. I’ll wait in the courtyard.’

      Manfred took the key, and nodded. ‘Thank you,’ he said again. His heart was racing with excitement. He had known his father was trying to get some of their moveable wealth out of Ruripathia when he was arrested, but had long assumed all the chests of valuables had been seized. It seemed that one of them had made it out after all. Might it be enough to get him and his family back on their feet?

      He waited until the lawyer was gone, then fitted the key to the large padlock. Manfred took a deep breath, then opened it. The lid’s hinges squealed in protest, proof that the chest had not been opened in some time. The contents were covered with a red felt cloth. Manfred’s hands were shaking as he peeled it back. This could change everything.

      Manfred’s reaction to what lay within was one of utter disappointment. Books. Papers. Some odd objects. He thought he was going to be sick. He’d been hoping for coin, or gold bars. Perhaps jewels. There had been plenty of all three around when he was growing up. But there were none here.

      He let out a sigh, then took the magelight from the shelf to have a closer look. It occurred to him that some of the papers might lead the way to secret bank accounts or properties. Anything that might lift him and his family out of the sewer they found themselves in.

      He leafed through some of the papers. Most of it looked like gibberish. Not even proper writing. He paused. He couldn’t remember his father ever having used codes, but it was a possibility, and it made sense that he would go to extra lengths to keep secret wealth secret.

      The light flashed on something shiny in a corner of the chest. Manfred’s heart raced again. The lustre of gold was unmistakable. He reached into the chest and drew it out. It was a curious thing: a medallion, but not an attractive one. Just a flat gold disc with a spiral pattern in relief on its surface, and a small red jewel in the shape of an eye at its centre.
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      Nicolo stared at the hamlet and chewed his lip. The place was called Ostbrucken, though it was too small to appear on any of the maps Nicolo possessed. It was little more than a cluster of buildings surrounding a wooden bridge which crossed a small river. It looked perfectly peaceful, but then again, Nicolo reckoned places like this usually did. Until they didn’t.

      Beyond, to the east, the Telastrian mountains towered, their usually white-capped peaks hidden in dark, angry clouds that hinted at bad weather to come. There was still a bite of winter to the air this far east, with cold winds blowing down from the icy crags.

      ‘What do you think?’ Qenna said.

      ‘I think it looks like the type of place where you could raise a family and grow old happily,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Except for the demons,’ Frantz said.

      ‘It might be a false alarm,’ Petr said.

      They all looked at Petr, the former Grey Priest who had joined their sometimes merry but usually cynical band.

      ‘How many times has it been a false alarm?’ Nicolo said.

      Petr shrugged. ‘Not many. Some, though.’

      There was a hint of hope in his voice, and Nicolo realised that the danger of combat was something Petr would probably never get used to. Knowledge was his area of expertise, which was of vital use, but when it came to a fight, he was often as much a burden as a help.

      ‘No,’ Qenna said, ‘but we should already be on the road to Brixen. We’re running late as it is.’

      ‘And turn our back on a village that’s asked for our help?’ Nicolo said.

      Qenna shook his head with resignation. ‘I suppose we can’t do that,’ he said. ‘Even if there’s nothing here, we have to investigate.’

      ‘With a little luck, that’s exactly what we’ll find,’ Nicolo said, ‘and we can be on the road by morning. If we push, we can make it to Brixen in time. Let’s take a look.’

      They advanced toward the village, riding at a slow pace to take in everything as they went. Nicolo scanned the hamlet for anything out of the ordinary. Usually when there was a demon attack, the townsfolk were out front to greet them, eager to welcome men who were accustomed to dealing with such a menace.

      He felt the mix of hope and fear that he always did when they approached a new village that had reported a demon. It wasn’t hope that the report was mistaken that occupied his mind, nor fear of the danger. No: His best friend and long-time comrade Henni had been taken by the demons. He had every reason to believe Henni had become one of the monsters. Every honourable fibre in Nicolo’s body demanded that he seek out the creature that occupied what was left of his friend and put him properly to rest. Might this be the day?

      It felt like searching out a needle in a haystack, however. They didn’t even know for sure if Henni had been turned into one of the demons. When they’d returned several months later to the village where he’d been killed, the fires that they’d set had burned everything to ash. It was just as likely he’d not been turned—simply fed on, like most. Either way, he’d probably been burned along with everything else. Nicolo feared the lack of certainty would haunt him forever. Perhaps this village’s demon would be the one to give him the certainty he craved.

      The demons these days were usually mindless beasts, ragged and crazed with hunger. They came out at night, almost always alone. It had been some time since Nicolo had seen a more evolved demon, one that had been feeding well for long enough to develop intelligence and cunning.

      Not that he was complaining. A wild creature was far easier to manage than one that was capable of strategy. Despite this, they’d been getting tougher to kill over recent months—even the newly made, savage ones. Gone were the days when a simple cut with Telastrian steel was enough to do for them. They were stronger and faster now, as though whatever magic was creating them had grown more powerful behind the scenes. It occurred to Nicolo that might very well be the case. It was something he preferred not to dwell on, however. Never ask a question you don’t want the answer to, he thought.

      ‘I don’t see anyone,’ Frantz said.

      Nicolo didn’t say anything, but he’d noticed the same. People in these parts had heard enough rumours about demons over the past several years to know what to do when one came calling. The monsters only came out at night. If you stayed inside and kept your home well-barricaded, they wouldn’t be able to get in, and you’d be safe until dawn. In the morning, you could go back out and send for help.

      It was a pattern Nicolo had seen repeated many times. Whenever they’d responded to a call for help, on each occasion the towns and villages had been going about their business as usual during daylight hours, albeit with that oppressive air of menace lurking in the darkness. But it was still mid-afternoon, and there was no sign of anyone.

      Nicolo felt the rumble of worry make itself known in his gut.

      ‘It’s been quite a while since we’ve seen something like this,’ Frantz said.

      ‘Thanks for reminding me,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘It doesn’t look good,’ Petr said. ‘I’ve never seen something like this.’

      Nicolo looked over at him, thankful that Petr had long since given up on wearing his tatty grey robes and had switched to the tunic and britches that allowed him to look a little less conspicuous. There was something about the former priest that would always make him stand out from the norm, however, no matter how much they dressed him up or how many southern practices they introduced him to.

      Considering the circumstances of their meeting—with Petr and his confederate priest abducting Conrad, intending to kill him to eliminate the risk of him falling into the demons’ hands—their relationship had improved dramatically in the eight years they’d been riding together. Nicolo had to admit, he quite liked the former priest. Over the years, he’d proven to be a valuable source of information about demons; the northern Grey Priests had always considered them a real danger, rather than a myth as they were viewed in the south, and had studied them in detail as a result.

      ‘Yes, it was before you joined us,’ Nicolo said. ‘An entire village had been taken by the demons. There was an archdemon there, not like the type we’ve been hunting all these years. A smart one. A very smart one. The population rose up as demons once the sun set and we got caught in the middle of it. We lost a good friend that day.’

      ‘You think that’s happened here?’ Petr said.

      Nicolo shrugged. ‘Who knows? There’s only one way to find out, and we’re the only ones here to do it.’

      ‘Which means we’re the poor sods who have to ride in there,’ Frantz said. ‘No wonder the royal regiments refused this duty.’

      ‘Mercenaries always get the jobs others don’t want,’ Qenna said. ‘That’s why we get paid as well as we do.’

      Frantz humphed. ‘Not that well paid.’

      ‘We’ll scout the village out from horseback,’ Nicolo said. ‘If there’s no one around, we have to assume the whole village has been taken, and that’s too big a job for us to take care of alone. If that’s the case, then we ride for the nearest garrison and leave it to them. Agreed?’

      ‘Sounds like a good plan,’ Frantz said.

      ‘Let’s spread out,’ Nicolo said, ‘and get the place looked over while the light’s still good. I don’t like the look of this, and want to be far away by nightfall if the worst has happened.’

      They rode closer. The village looked like it had been abandoned. Word of the sighting had reached Nicolo and the others three nights earlier. A lot could happen in three days. There was fodder and water in the animal pens, and the place looked to be in reasonable order. The only thing odd was the lack of people. Nicolo reckoned it hadn’t been long.

      ‘Some pretty foul weather headed in, by the looks of it,’ Frantz said.

      Nicolo looked up. Dark clouds were rolling down from the mountains, moving far more quickly than he’d expected. They’d a long ride ahead of them to get back to Brixen in time, and he’d prefer not to have to do it in driving rain. It seemed unlikely, however, that he was going to get what he wanted. When did he ever?

      ‘Why don’t we mark this one down as unexplained and be on our way,’ Frantz said. ‘We might be able to stay ahead of the weather.’

      ‘It’s already too late for that,’ Qenna said. ‘The only thing you can ever be certain of in this country is that the weather isn’t going to be friendly.’

      Frantz humphed. ‘I told you we should have left this one for someone else.’

      ‘We’re pretty much it these days,’ Nicolo said. ‘I heard Karl and his boys have packed it in and headed west in search of greener pastures.’

      Frantz nodded. ‘Yep. I think that means we’re the only independents left.’

      ‘The Royal Special Detachment has been reduced too,’ Qenna said. ‘Fifty percent reduction in manpower, last I heard. That’s not counting the desertions.’

      ‘I never understood why they don’t just call them what they are,’ Petr said. ‘The Royal Demon Hunters, or some such.’

      ‘Things don’t work like that down here,’ Nicolo said. ‘You should know that by now. Not admitting you have a problem means there is no problem. Not officially, anyway. Seems Her Royal Highness never quite got to the point where she was comfortable with the idea of revealing to the people that the rumours of demons were actually true.’

      ‘Plenty of people have seen them,’ Petr said.

      ‘Plenty of people out in the provinces,’ Frantz said, ironically. ‘Sophisticated city folk will never place much faith in the backwards superstitions of the provincials, and they’re the ones Her Royal Highness doesn’t want to upset. The question we need to ask ourselves now is, “Where are all the villagers?” Waiting to rise up as demons come nightfall, or dancing naked around a carved rock somewhere celebrating the spring planting?’

      Petr cocked his eyebrow and looked at Frantz.

      ‘What he means,’ Nicolo said, ‘is, do we burn this place to the ground with a clear conscience, or worry about a bunch of angry villagers coming back to find their homes in ashes?’

      ‘Better a bunch of angry villagers who can rebuild than walking into a hive of demons who’ll slaughter us, and be free to roam the surrounding countryside,’ Qenna said.

      ‘I’m inclined to agree with Qenna,’ Nicolo said. ‘Ulf and his Red Lances burned down a farmstead by mistake a couple of years ago. The Crown stepped in to rebuild it and hush the whole thing up. We’re working under the same contract, so I’m sure the same thing will apply if we get it wrong. We never have so far, though, so let’s try to keep our sheet clean. We’ll look around a little more, and then decide.’

      The others all nodded in agreement.

      ‘Let’s take a look in that building there, see if there are any bodies waiting to embark on a new career,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘No bodies and no villagers means bonfire time,’ Frantz said. He looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘I’ve always found there to be something cathartic about burning a village to the ground.’

      Nicolo glanced at him. ‘I worry about you sometimes.’

      ‘I worry about him most of the time,’ Qenna said.

      Nicolo laughed, and urged his horse toward the house he’d indicated. Once there, he slipped down from his saddle.

      ‘Frantz, you come with me,’ Nicolo said. ‘Rest of you wait here.’

      Frantz jumped down to follow Nicolo into the building, which appeared to be a town hall of some sort. Nicolo drew his sword and pressed on the door gently. It gave way, the hinges barely making a sound. He looked in. It was gloomy, with little light from the dull and darkening day reaching inside. He couldn’t see any bodies, but he was concerned that it was dark enough in there for demons to be active.

      ‘See anything?’ Frantz said, still outside and peering in behind Nicolo.

      Nicolo shook his head, not really caring if Frantz could see in or not. If there was trouble, he’d know about it soon enough.

      ‘Hello!’ Nicolo shouted. ‘Anyone home?’

      He waited a moment, then advanced farther in. There were three other doorways leading out of this room, along with a worn flight of wooden stairs. Nicolo didn’t feel any enthusiasm at the prospect of completely exploring the building, but since he was planning on burning it to the ground, he wanted to be certain there was no one alive in it. There was always the chance one of these buildings had a substantial cellar filled with terrified villagers. He had to be sure that wasn’t the case before doing what he needed to do.

      That said, if there were no dead bodies waiting for night to become demons, there was no need to burn anything. If the worst had happened, it was quite possible they’d wandered off with their creators to wherever they’d come from. That would be a hunt for another day.

      He looked through the other doors, checking each room in turn. Nicolo could see nothing of interest. He looked back at Frantz, shrugged, then advanced into the next room. There was nothing here either. Nicolo checked the others, while Frantz maintained vigil in the main hallway.

      Nothing.

      ‘Anyone home?’ Nicolo called out again.

      There was no response.

      ‘If there’re no people, and no demons, there’s not much point in setting the place alight,’ Nicolo said.

      Frantz looked disappointed. He’d have to find his catharsis elsewhere.

      ‘Let’s take a look at a couple of the other buildings,’ Nicolo said. ‘If there’s nothing here, we can file a report with the Special Detachment to let them know what we found, and leave the rest to them.’

      ‘Sounds like a plan,’ Frantz said. ‘We’ll be able to put in a few valuable hours on the road before dark. Might even be able to keep ahead of that foul weather.’

      ‘Here’s hoping,’ Nicolo said, as they left the building.
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      ‘Anything?’ Qenna said, when Nicolo and Frantz rejoined him.

      ‘No,’ Nicolo said. ‘We’ll check two more, then be on our way. No need to burn the place if there are no bodies.’

      He looked up at the sky, which had darkened substantially since he’d gone into the building. It was filling up with dark, angry clouds, and he could see the slanting grey streaks of rain in the sky to the east.

      ‘I don’t think we’re going to be able to stay ahead of that,’ Nicolo said. ‘I hope you’ve all oiled your foul weather gear lately.’

      Petr blushed instantly. He wasn’t used to the road practices of southerners, but as someone who’d survived plenty of Northland winters with nothing but an old grey cloak to keep him warm, Nicolo didn’t reckon a little rain was going to cause him too much trouble.

      ‘Knock on some doors and give a shout to let anyone hiding know who we are,’ Nicolo said. ‘Then have a peek to see if there’s any bodies. Let’s get it done fast. Split up.’

      They all went about the task, spreading out through the village to tackle the small number of buildings. As he came out of his second hut, a heavy drop struck the tip of Nicolo’s nose, putting an end to the notion they could avoid the weather. He looked about in frustration, wondering if they were wasting their time. They’d found nothing, seen nothing.

      ‘Uh, Nicolo?’ Frantz called out.

      Nicolo scanned the far side of the village for Frantz, but his eyes stopped before they reached him. Standing at the far end of the bridge was a demon. A demon of the type that had been haunting Nicolo’s dreams for years. It was an archdemon—or, if not, then what they’d come to call a ‘lieutenant’. They looked similar, but lacked the medallions the archdemons carried. The lieutenants were smart, fast, strong. Not as bad as an archdemon, but that was little consolation. It was exactly the complication Nicolo had hoped to avoid.

      It remained stock still. Nicolo, on the other hand, moved toward the centre of the village to join up with the others, who were doing likewise.

      ‘It’s been a while since we’ve seen one like that,’ Frantz said.

      ‘Not long enough,’ Qenna said.

      It was still standing there, watching them with eyes which even from this distance Nicolo could see were glowing red.

      ‘Why is it just standing there?’ Frantz said.

      ‘It can’t cross the water,’ Petr said.

      ‘What?’ Nicolo said.

      ‘They can’t cross moving water,’ Petr said. ‘Not on their own, at least. There are ways, but it won’t be able to walk across the bridge.’

      ‘Hey! Asshole!’ Frantz shouted, giving the demon the finger, and smiling broadly at the fact it couldn’t do anything about it.

      ‘Do you really think it understands you?’ Qenna said.

      ‘If there’s even a slim chance,’ Frantz said, ‘it’s worth the effort.’

      ‘It’s wearing armour,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘So?’ Frantz said.

      ‘All the others we’ve seen were wearing old-fashioned robes,’ Nicolo said. ‘This one’s wearing armour. And it’s armed.’

      ‘It’s definitely an archdemon,’ Petr said. ‘I’ve not seen one before, but that’s exactly how they’re described.’

      ‘This is a worrying development,’ Nicolo said. ‘What’s it doing here now?’

      ‘It’s not the only worrying development,’ Qenna said.

      ‘It’s still daylight,’ Frantz said. ‘How in hells is it outside?’

      ‘The cloud,’ Petr said. ‘It must have blocked enough of the sun’s light for the more powerful demons to come out early.’

      ‘Well, isn’t that just wonderful,’ Nicolo said. ‘I could quite happily have gone to my grave not knowing that was possible.’

      ‘We have Telastrian steel weapons this time,’ Qenna said. ‘I’ve been waiting for this for a long time. We get to avenge Henni today.’

      They’d been hamstrung by the lack of effective weapons on the last occasion they’d encountered an archdemon. They had Telastrian steel now, a rare and curious metal imbued with magical properties far beyond Nicolo’s understanding. All that mattered to him was that they worked—far better than ordinary steel or burning planks of wood, which they’d had to rely on the last time, eight years before.

      ‘You think it’s the same one?’ Frantz said.

      Qenna shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter, if it’s an archdemon. These creatures are important among their kind. Slaying it will be a feat worthy of our friend’s memory.’

      Frantz nodded, but Nicolo could see the uncertainty behind his eyes. He was afraid, and that was not something Nicolo could ever have said about him before. Frantz’s reckless bravado was always a source of comfort when Nicolo found himself questioning their ability to deal with a danger. Neither of their previous two encounters with archdemons had been victories. The first was when they’d rescued Conrad from his home, the second at the small village where Henni had died. Escaping with their lives was all they’d been able to manage.

      Nicolo realised that he might merely be projecting his own fear onto Frantz, but if there was ever a time to feel it, it was now. These creatures were the very imaginings of the three hells. The death they offered was far more horrific than any other—it carried with it the knowledge that your remains would rise again, and continue the legacy of evil begun with your killing. The thought sent a shiver down his spine, and Nicolo felt a pang of revulsion at the thought that the creature staring at him even now might be what remained of his best friend.

      ‘Mount up,’ Nicolo said.

      A peal of thunder rumbled across the plains, and that first fat droplet of water was joined by many more. The air filled with the hiss of driving rain. Nicolo hauled himself into his saddle, now slick with rain. His annoyance that it would soak through his britches was quickly displaced by their more pressing problem, however.

      ‘As if it couldn’t get any worse,’ Frantz said.

      ‘Be careful what you wish for,’ Qenna said.

      ‘What should I do?’ Petr said.

      ‘The usual should be fine,’ Nicolo said. ‘Stay close, but keep out of harm’s way as best you can.’

      They’d tried to show Petr a few tricks over the years, and he could acquit himself passably, but he was far out his depth here. And he had only a regular steel weapon—largely ineffective against demons. Armed with Telastrian steel, it would be the rest of them who would have to do the hard work.

      ‘Let’s get some revenge,’ Frantz said.

      Nicolo nodded and drew his sword. The others followed suit.

      ‘Ha!’ Nicolo shouted. ‘At him!’

      They charged two abreast, the most the bridge would allow.

      Nicolo stood in his stirrups and reached forward with his sword as his horse galloped beneath him, eager to be the first to strike, to show the demon that they were wielding Telastrian steel and could hurt it.

      The demon remained still, like an unearthly statue in the driving rain. Nicolo had to admit he was impressed by its magnificent armour. The intricately decorated steel plates were blackened, with silver and red etching decorating the surface with patterns Nicolo had never seen before. It was magnificent work, but it wasn’t going to prevent him from killing its occupant.

      Nicolo lowered his sword on point, the desire to destroy this creature, to avenge his friend, stronger than anything he’d ever felt before. Why did it just stand there, watching his approach?

      His sword was within inches of the creature. It smiled. Nicolo braced for the impact. Then the demon was gone. Nicolo had passed through the spot it had been standing on before he realised. He glanced back over his shoulder. There was a disturbed patch of smoke, riven by the rain, where the demon had been—but there was no sign of it.

      Nicolo pressed on his horse’s flank with his thigh to begin his turn, and looked forward again. His heart jumped into his throat. The demon was in front of him again. Nicolo’s horse screamed in protest and tried to turn to avoid it. Nicolo felt his horse’s hooves slip on the wet ground. The next thing he knew, he was flying through the air.

      His flight was long enough to wonder what in hells had just happened, before splashing to the ground and slamming into the hardened ground beneath the pooled water. He hit with enough force to knock the wind from his lungs, and send a searing pain shooting through his ribs. He rolled over on his back, grimacing in pain as he struggled to draw breath and gather his wits. The others were circling back around, puzzled expressions on their faces, their charges having met with the same results as Nicolo’s.

      His clothes were soaked and heavy. As he scrambled to his feet, Nicolo wiped the mud from his eyes and looked around for the demon. He couldn’t see it. He spotted his sword on the ground, the hilt rising up above the water, but resisted the impulse to dive for it.

      The rain was so heavy it cast a grey pallor over everything and pelted his eyes, making it even more difficult to see clearly. The hiss of the rain dulled his hearing, making him feel as though his senses were all being muffled. Once he was confident there was no immediate danger, he started moving toward the sword. It was his only effective weapon against demons—the dagger on his belt might as well have been made of straw.

      He couldn’t see the demon anywhere, and knew he only had a few seconds before Qenna and Frantz would be back to him. Without a weapon, a lot could happen in those few seconds. Throwing caution to the wind, he dived toward his sword. He let out a sigh of relief when his hand closed around the grip. Nicolo pulled the sword toward him, but it wouldn’t budge.

      Nicolo looked up to see the demon standing on his sword blade. It looked down at him, its malevolent glowing eyes at odds with the smile on its face.

      Frantz thundered by on his horse, splashing water across Nicolo. He blasted through the demon, sending it flying through the air.

      ‘’Scuse me!’ Frantz shouted with a cackle so wicked it was worthy of one of the demons.

      Qenna followed close behind, reaching down from his tall warhorse without dropping his pace. Nicolo grabbed his sword from the ground and scrambled to his feet, grabbing Qenna’s outstretched arm and vaulting onto the saddle behind him.

      Nicolo allowed himself a breath of relief as Qenna wheeled his horse back around.

      ‘I think it might be wise to cut our losses and leave,’ Qenna said. ‘Look.’

      Other demons had appeared. Nicolo wasn’t sure where they had come from, but there were many now, the one in the fine armour standing in their midst.

      ‘No arguments here,’ Nicolo said. ‘Frantz! Time to go!’
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      Conrad walked out of the tavern into the narrow, cobbled street and the cool night air. He took a deep breath, emptying his lungs of the smoke and ale-tinged atmosphere of the tavern and replacing it with the fragrance of spring that was blowing into the city from the southeast. The world spun around him for a moment, and he had to steady himself with an outstretched arm against the wall.

      In that moment, he realised he’d come a very long way in the eight years since his parents had been murdered and a motley band of swordsmen had brought him south to start a new life. His brain swirled with a muddle of thoughts and the spin of the too-many glasses of Ruripathian whiskey bestowed upon him. He’d received his banner that morning, the symbol of his graduation as a banneret from Brixen’s academy of swordsmanship. The celebration that followed had led Conrad to this moment: out in the dark street needing a wall for support, and starting to wonder if perhaps he’d overdone it.

      Patrons came and went from the tavern, known as the Golden Belek, one of the many in Brixen that had the word ‘belek’ in its name. Each time the door opened, the street was bathed in the warm golden glow from inside and filled with the sounds of revelry that spilled out. Earlier that day, it had seemed the most inviting place in the city. Now, the scent of stale booze that wafted out on the warm air from within made his stomach turn over.

      He took long, slow breaths and gradually regained control over himself. Satisfied that he had achieved equilibrium, he stood straight and turned to re-join his friends in the tavern. Arno, Godfrid, and Bem had all earned their banner with him that morning. It still seemed hard to believe. It was the culmination of so many years of focussed work, he knew it would take some time for it all to sink in.

      A chill ran across Conrad’s skin. His hands were shaking when he looked at them. What was in that Ruripathian whisky? he wondered. In consideration of the day, they’d been drinking the good stuff—at least, that’s what Godfrid had said… He stared at his hands and tried to get them under control.

      It took him a moment to reach far enough into his memory to understand why there was something familiar about this. His thoughts returned to a day he’d long tried to forget. The day his friend Henni had been killed. By demons. He was experiencing that same reaction to their presence. Here and now.

      As if the chill on his skin was not already enough, it suddenly felt as though he’d been hit by an icy blast direct from the snowy peaks of the High Places. He looked around, his heart racing, and cursed for allowing himself to become drunk.

      He had not seen a demon since that day in the small village in the east of Ruripathia. To the best of his knowledge, few had. He’d let his guard down. Grown complacent. He cursed again.

      He looked around, feeling far more sober. It was odd what a moment of absolute terror could do for you. There were few people on the street at that hour of the evening, and most of them were either coming from or going to the Golden Belek.

      A figure passed through the junction at the end of the street, a hooded cloak hiding its features. Every hair on Conrad’s body stood on end, and he was certain this person was the cause. He watched them pass out of sight, then decided to follow.

      He moved as quietly as he could along the cobbled street, pausing at the corner and peeking around to make sure his quarry remained unaware of the pursuit. In the months and years that had followed Burgess Werner Berndorf’s mysterious death, things had gone quiet with regard to demons and demon magic. For a few months, royal troops had hunted and exterminated small groups of them, randomly roaming the countryside with no apparent aims, but that operation had not taken long. Now there were only infrequent sightings of the creatures, almost always alone and in isolated areas.

      When one did appear somewhere—usually a remote village—it had to be dealt with, but they were comparatively rare events, and the creatures were always feral. Their more sophisticated brethren had disappeared. Gradually, the princess and her advisors concluded that, with Burgess Werner dead and his dabbling in demon magic stamped out, the threat had ended. Conrad had to admit that all the evidence supported this conclusion, but demons were not something he could ever forget, nor something he could fully believe would go away.

      Until that moment in the street outside the Golden Belek, he had wondered if he was being a fool to cling to the past; if he was simply paranoid considering the horrible things that had befallen him and his family at the hands of the demons. Everyone else had given up on the idea, seeming satisfied that defeating Burgess Werner had been the victory. That only a little cleaning up remained. It was not an idea to which Conrad had ever been able to reconcile himself.

      Aside from continuing to monitor the situation and search out artefacts and information that could better arm Crown agents against the use of demon magic, the Crown’s interest in demons had dwindled, and the resources made available to hunting them down had done likewise. Nicolo, Frantz, and Qenna were amongst the last few demon hunters still on the royal payroll, and as far as Conrad had heard, they weren’t at all busy.

      Even though he might be fighting back the haze of alcohol, Conrad was as sure as he’d ever been that there was demon magic close by. Whether that meant this was an actual demon or a dabbler in the magic remained to be seen. Conrad wasn’t sure if he wanted to find out, but he felt compelled to follow. He knew the danger was great. If this was a demon, it was not one of the feral ones, which were motivated purely by hunger. If it was a user of demon magic, then this individual was powerful.

      Conrad wondered if he was an idiot to follow the figure, if he was walking himself into trouble, but this was something he couldn’t turn his back on. Although he viewed the blood-debt oath he had sworn when he was a child as unrealistic, part of him continued to yearn for vengeance on the creatures that had killed his parents, and threatened to do the same to many more if they weren’t stopped. This could be a sign that the monsters were becoming active again. If so, then the palace would be very eager to hear about it.

      The figure moved briskly down the street, forcing Conrad to risk making noise and being visible to keep up. He jogged along on the balls of his feet, doing his best not to create loud footfalls on the cobbles. The figure seemed too focussed on its destination to waste time looking around, leaving Conrad unnoticed.

      They were moving down toward the wharf district, from whence barges carried goods downriver to the coast. It was an ugly place, not at all in keeping with the standard of beauty of the rest of the city. The wharf district was a ramshackle of wooden and brick warehouses, and a web of wooden jetties that clogged up a section of the river bank.

      A mist had formed over the river—a consequence of the warm spring sun in the day and the cold evening air, Conrad had been told. It gave the docks an eerie atmosphere. Even without the mist, Conrad knew this area wasn’t the safest place to be after dark. The mist shrouded each street corner, providing the perfect place for ne’er-do-wells to lurk, but it occurred to Conrad that, on this occasion, it suited his purposes perfectly. He could understand why cutpurses and thugs liked the district.

      Conrad jolted to a halt when he saw that his quarry had stopped. The enshrouding mist was making it difficult to see exactly what the figure was doing. It had halted by the entrance to a warehouse, and seemed to be studying the door. The process took only a moment, but with his heart racing and every hair on his neck standing on end, it felt like an eternity to Conrad.

      The figure stepped through the door and disappeared from view. Conrad looked around and considered what to do next. There were no windows on the front of the warehouse the figure had entered, but there was an alley beside it. He peered down the alleyway, his view choked off by the thick mist that had drifted into the narrow space. He advanced slowly until a wooden staircase emerged from the murk. It had seen better days; the wood was grey and bleached, with the tell-tale signs of rot at the joints. The alley terminated in a high wall. Conrad reckoned he could just about make it over the top if he really put his mind to it, but he didn’t think that would achieve anything more than the staircase offered.

      He placed a foot on the bottom step to test it. The plank flexed in the centre with a creak, so Conrad moved his boot to the edge and started to ascend. The entire staircase wobbled under his weight but he reckoned it was sturdy enough to carry him to the top, so he continued.

      There was a small platform at the top, giving access to a wooden door that was in a similar condition to the stairway. Conrad listened carefully, then pressed his ear to the door. He couldn’t hear anything. He stared at it for a moment, chewing his lip, then shrugged, and pulled on the door. It opened slightly, and Conrad peered in through the gap. He couldn’t see much, but there didn’t appear to be any movement nearby, and there was definitely no sound.

      Conrad opened the door the rest of the way and stole in. He pulled the door shut behind him as quietly as he could, then allowed himself a moment for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He was standing on a gantry overlooking the interior of the warehouse, which was filled with large crates stacked up almost to the height of the gantry itself. There were ropes tied along the handrail, connected to blocks and pulleys which he presumed were used to manipulate the crates around the warehouse. Conrad spotted a glow coming from between some of the crates near the front of the building.

      He looked around for a way to get closer. As his eyes adjusted, the light coming from the spot at the front of the warehouse was enough for him to make out the gantry’s silhouette. It ran between the side walls here at the back of the warehouse, with another mirroring it at the front, and a walkway connecting the two above the centre of the room. Moving along with as light a step as he could manage, Conrad stepped out onto the connecting section that ran toward the front of the building.

      Hidden by the darkness, Conrad moved with the confidence of knowing he wouldn’t be detected unless he made noise. He briefly considered taking off his boots, but realised that would put him at too much of a disadvantage if he had to fight, run, or give chase. As he grew closer, he heard some movement and voices from the lighted area, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying. It was enough to tempt him closer.

      He inched forward, hoping to gain a vantage point that would allow him to see the source of the light between the crates. He paused when he made out the tops of three heads, one of which was still shrouded. He crouched, hoping that getting a little closer would allow him to hear what was being said—but he could only make out the occasional word.

      ‘My master… pleased… rewarded… stronger.’

      The voice had a sibilant quality, which sent a chill through Conrad. It was one he had heard before and remembered only too well. The memory of his bedroom in his family home in the Northlands flashed into his mind’s eye. The cries from the living room. His parents. The demon grasping at him. The jewelled medallion at its neck. The strange glow in its eyes. He crushed the memory into the back of his mind as quickly as he could.

      Conrad was certain he had seen that creature on one other occasion since then. On that day, it had killed one of the men who had saved Conrad’s life the night the demons had attacked his home. Saved him on more than one occasion. Henni.

      That creature was responsible for taking a great deal from Conrad. It had taken the lives of some of the best people Conrad had known. He knew his soul would never rest until he had settled that debt. Was it too much to hope that fate had determined he once again find himself in the same place as that monster? It took all his resolve not to leap down on the crates and attack them all.

      He had been a child the last time he’d seen the demon, too young and weak to do anything. That had changed. It seemed like it was a propitious day. First he’d been awarded his banner; now he was being offered the opportunity to revenge himself on the object of his hatred. His hand drifted down to his sword, a Telastrian steel blade that had lived in a trunk at the foot of his bed since he’d had it made.

      Conrad had obtained the steel for the sword the day the creature had killed Henni, and it struck him that there was something fitting about that. Nicolo, his former squire master, had commissioned Telastrian swords for all of them—himself, Conrad, Frantz, and Qenna. They’d all found some steel that day, and learned it was the perfect weapon against demons.

      Such swords were highly prized and very valuable. Conrad had used a regular steel beater for his years at the academy, and it was only happenstance that he was wearing the Telastrian blade now—he’d worn it for his banner ceremony that morning. It was the first time in years he’d even taken it out of its case. He simply hadn’t had time to return it before Arno and the others had dragged him to the Golden Belek. Not that he’d protested much.

      All the things that had needed to align that day had done so. Now he was perfectly positioned.

      He moved farther along the gantry, looking for a route to jump down and surprise the figures below. He could see that two of them were ordinary men—not that it bothered him. If they were in league with a demon, they deserved whatever misfortune came their way.

      It occurred to him that he’d need to report this sighting to Heidi, the Intelligencier he and his friends had worked with on the previous demon emergency. She’d want to know about this, even though she had long since moved on to other pressing matters now that the demons were considered little more than an annoyance instead of a threat. If he could bring her the head of an archdemon, killed in the city, even better. What more proof could one need?

      He could hear the voices more distinctly now, but he was frustrated in that he still couldn’t make out enough to discover what they were talking about. One more step would be enough.

      The demon’s head snapped up, its face revealed for the first time, its glowing red eyes locked on Conrad. Could it see in the dark? Conrad froze, deathly still, and prayed to whichever of the gods might be listening that the darkness would conceal him. He looked at the cold, dead face. His heart sank.

      It was not the demon he sought. They looked alike, but the image of the one he sought was burned into his mind.

      ‘What is it?’ one of the men said, following the demon’s gaze into the darkness.

      The demon remained silent, but continued to look directly at Conrad in a way which made him certain the monster could see him. It didn’t move. It merely stared. Then it spoke.

      ‘I taste something on the air,’ it said. ‘The very thing of which we speak. It is curious. Very curious.’

      Conrad’s heart raced. He had not forgotten what the demon had said to him in his bedroom all those years before, about his ‘pure blood’, nor what the priests who had abducted him had told him about the ancient bloodline of which he was part. He realised now that following this creature had been a mistake. He should have gone straight to Heidi to warn her. It was too late for that, though. The creature continued to stare a moment longer, then returned its gaze to the men and started talking again.

      Conrad tried to listen, but could still not hear their whispers well enough to make out what they were saying. As useful as it might be to know what they were discussing, he was certain that if he moved any closer, whatever it was the demon could smell would get stronger, and he would be spotted. But this was an opportunity Conrad couldn’t pass up. Right now, he still had the element of surprise, and surprise was perhaps the only advantage he had. Demons were out again, and he needed to raise the alarm. To do that, he needed proof.

      Decision made, he drew his sword as quietly as he could. The weapon felt perfect in his hand, so much better than the steel blade he’d used throughout his academy days. Academy days. It felt so strange thinking about them in the past tense. Yet here he was, his training finished, a foe before him. The timing couldn’t have been any better. At last, he was ready to bring the fight to them.
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      Conrad vaulted over the gantry’s handrail and landed with a thud on top of one of the wooden crates. He knew he’d given up his advantage of surprise the moment he did, but there was still the exploitable moment of confusion that would follow. He ignored the exclamations of shock, and tried to focus on getting down to the floor without twisting his ankle or blowing out his knee.

      From the top of the crate, he had no alternative but to drop directly to the floor, which he did without hesitation. The men turned, and one of them called out. They both drew their swords, but Conrad’s focus was entirely on the demon.

      It was a moment in which Conrad felt he should say something—a challenge or an insult, perhaps. He chewed it over briefly, but nothing came to him.

      ‘What should we do, master?’ one of the men said.

      ‘Refrain from irritating me,’ the demon said, turning to face Conrad.

      The creature fixed Conrad with its stare, its eyes smouldering a malevolent red, like two hot coals. It looked similar to the one Conrad sought, but its face was a different shape. Its head was shrouded by the hood of its cloak, its features delicate and its skin like porcelain. Conrad’s gaze was drawn to the creature’s chest, where he expected to see a medallion, the mark of an archdemon. There was nothing.

      ‘Look at me, worm,’ it said, an intense frown on its ghostly face.

      Conrad looked back at the creature’s face. He wondered what to do next. Should he attack? Or try to learn more about what the demon was up to? Try to capture it? What was it doing now, or trying to do? The demon’s frown deepened, frustration clear on its face. Then it looked down at Conrad’s sword, and its eyes widened at the lustre of Telastrian steel. Conrad knew this material could hurt the creature, and clearly it knew that too.

      Its continued hesitation surprised Conrad. It looked as though it didn’t know what to do with him. He wasn’t going to wait for a second opportunity, however. He knew the creature had identified his blood, and that the demons wanted it more than anything. Why wasn’t it coming for him? Why wasn’t it trying to take it?

      ‘Seize him,’ the demon hissed.

      Conrad instantly thrust at the closest man. His blade went through the man’s chest. His comrade attacked immediately. Conrad parried, but the man took it in his stride and followed with a quick combination, which Conrad had not expected. This man was not some simple hired thug—he knew how to use his sword. Conrad realised this was something worth remembering—the demons were choosing their confederates well, and offering enough to tempt men of standing.

      The man might have known how to use his sword, but Conrad was better, and he’d just finished the most intense period of training of his life. He parried a well-executed thrust and pushed the man’s blade off its line, then riposted with a neat counter-thrust through the man’s heart.

      As he pulled his blade free and the man began to fall, Conrad spotted a reflection on the finely polished blade of his foe. He turned just in time to feel the hot sting of a blade grazing the flesh of his midsection. A third man stood, momentarily frozen in the pose of a completed cut, one he seemed to think had done the job he’d intended. It hadn’t. Conrad hacked his blade into the man’s neck, releasing a spray of blood that splattered over his face.

      Conrad wiped his face with his cuff, and turned to face the demon, but it was gone. Conrad swore. The swordplay had only taken a few seconds, so it could not have gone far. He looked around. Why had it fled? Conrad remembered the times he had encountered the archdemon. He remembered the desire it had for the blood that flowed through Conrad’s veins, for the magic it contained. Why had this one not remained and tried to take it?

      Conrad wasn’t willing to simply let it escape out into the city—who knew what devastation it might cause? It seemed most likely that the demon would have left the way it had come. Conrad made for the door at the front of the building, and sure enough, it was swinging open on its hinges.

      He ran back out into the night air and looked up and down the street, hoping to catch a glimpse of the cloaked figure. He saw nothing in the mist. The creature moved fast and silently. Conrad wondered again why it had not stayed to fight him. To take his blood. Surely it couldn’t have been afraid.

      There was no sign of the creature, and no way to know where it had gone. He cursed his decision to engage the men first. Had his head been a little clearer, or if he’d had a little more time to consider his plan…

      A little of this, a little of that—hindsight is always such a wonderful thing, he thought.

      There was nothing that could be done for it now. He’d have to pay a visit to Heidi first thing in the morning. It had been some time since he’d seen or spoken with the Intelligencier. He thought he’d seen her out of the corner of his eye at his banner ceremony that morning, but there’d been no sign of her when he went looking afterward.

      Conrad heard a clatter of feet, and spun on his heel to face the approaching sound. Was the creature coming back? He dismissed the notion—it had moved far too silently in the past.

      ‘City Watch! Halt!’

      Piss and vinegar, he thought. This was the last thing he needed. He considered making a run for it, but knew that would cause him more problems than it would solve.

      Two watchmen with drawn short swords and lanterns appeared around the corner.

      ‘City Watch! Halt where you are! Drop your sword!’

      Conrad swore under his breath, but very carefully placed his sword on the ground. It was more than robust enough to cope with being dropped, but he was damned if he’d treat such a fine weapon so shoddily.

      ‘What’s your business here at this time of night?’ the watchman demanded.

      ‘I, uh—well, it’s complicated,’ Conrad said.

      ‘Check inside, Gustav,’ the watchman said.

      The other nodded and disappeared through the door Conrad had just exited. Conrad forced a smile, and wondered what he should do now, knowing what the watchman was about to find.

      A whistle blew from inside the building, growing louder as Gustav came closer and re-emerged. He gave his whistle one last hard blow before spitting it out into his hand.

      ‘Three bodies, Sergeant,’ Gustav said.

      The sergeant maintained his relaxed appearance, but shifted in a way that Conrad knew was intended to ready himself for a fight, if it came.

      ‘Well, now we know what your business was, care to explain yourself?’ the sergeant said.

      ‘Attending to the security of the realm,’ Conrad said, only partly tongue-in-cheek.

      The watchman let out a staccato laugh, then inhaled deeply though his nose. ‘Drunken security of the state, I expect. You’re not the first of your kind we’ve dealt with tonight,’ the sergeant said. ‘A fresh banneret looking to wet his blade. The second you lot get your banners, you start to settle everything with your swords. We’ve had four duels tonight, two with corpses to show for them. With three, you must be quick to take offence. You know duelling is illegal, banneret or not?’

      ‘Only if the losing party chooses to press charges.’ Conrad shrugged. ‘Or their family. This wasn’t a duel, though.’

      ‘Of course not,’ the sergeant said. ‘Security of the realm, wasn’t it?’

      Conrad nodded. ‘Something like that.’

      More footsteps echoed down the street, emerging from the darkness in the form of two more watchmen.

      ‘We’ve got a live one here, lads,’ the sergeant said. ‘Three more in there for the blood wagon to collect. You, secure the building. You, come with us. We’ll bring him in to the barracks on Bishop Holbein Street, and send the blood wagon back.’

      ‘Who were they?’ the sergeant said to Conrad. ‘It’ll help us speed things along if you tell us.’

      ‘I’m afraid I don’t know,’ Conrad said. ‘Like I said, they weren’t duels.’

      ‘I’ve heard that before,’ the sergeant said. Gustav kept his sword pointed at Conrad while the sergeant sheathed his own, then carefully bent down to pick up Conrad’s blade.

      ‘Telastrian.’ He whistled through his teeth. ‘Nice. I’ve not seen one of these before. You a duke’s son or something?’

      Conrad shook his head.

      The sergeant let out a sigh of relief. ‘Well, that’s something. What is your name?’

      ‘Conrad Sigurdson,’ he said. ‘Banneret Conrad Sigurdson of Neuendorf.’ He’d not said it out loud before. It felt good.

      ‘A Northlander.’ The sergeant tutted. ‘Bloody savages. That explains it, I suppose. Didn’t know your kind become bannerets.’

      ‘We become all sorts of things,’ Conrad said.

      ‘And tonight, you become a prisoner of the Watch,’ the sergeant said. He tucked Conrad’s sword under his lantern hand, and drew his own sword again. ‘You know the way to Bishop Holbein Street?’

      Conrad nodded.

      ‘Lead the way.’ The sergeant gestured down the street with his sword.

      Conrad nodded and set off. The barracks wasn’t far away, but it gave him a little time to order his thoughts and work out what to do next. Getting word to Heidi about what he had seen was the most important thing.

      Nobody seemed to be worried about demons anymore. They thought the problem had died with Burgess Werner Berndorf, that it was his meddling in demon magic that had stirred them up and, now that he had stopped, the danger they posed had as well. No one seemed interested in the inconvenient fact that Berndorf had dropped dead, with all the characteristics of magical intervention, after they’d apprehended him. There was someone—or something—else out there pulling the strings, but that was a detail those in power preferred to forget about.

      The station was a white stone building, more austere than its neighbours but in keeping with them, being five stories high with some decorative features marking out the windows.

      ‘In you go, lad,’ the sergeant said.

      Conrad did as he was told, and they led him to a counter in the hallway where a bored-looking watchman sat at a desk with a large ledger book on it.

      ‘Another fresh banneret, Sergeant?’ the watchman at the desk said.

      ‘Indeed,’ the sergeant said. ‘This one’s got three bodies to his name.’

      ‘Three?’ The watchman at the desk let out a whistle. ‘That’s quite a night’s celebration.’

      ‘There was a little more to it than that,’ Conrad said, starting to grow frustrated at being treated like some sort of foppish wastrel who thought fighting duels and leaving a trail of bodies behind him was nothing out of the ordinary for a good night out on the town. ‘I’d like you to send word to Intelligencier dal Bluchen immediately. I have information she’ll want to hear.’

      The sergeant sucked air in through his teeth. ‘Can’t say I’ve ever had a suspect request the Intelligenciers before. Are you sure you want to do that? The killings might be judged fair fights, but once the Intelligenciers are involved?’ He shook his head.

      ‘I know what I’m asking for,’ Conrad said. ‘You might be quicker served sending to the palace for her. She’s there more often than the Commandery.’

      ‘Sergeant?’ said the man behind the desk.

      ‘If the lad wants to bring the Intelligenciers down on himself,’ the sergeant said, ‘it’s on his head. I’ll not be the one who didn’t bring them in when they were called for, though. You sure that’s what you want?’

      Conrad nodded firmly.

      ‘Send for the Intelligenciers, Corporal.’
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        * * *

      

      The cell door rattled, pulling Conrad from his thoughts. On a night when his head should have been full of all the wonderful opportunities that lay ahead for him now that he’d earned his banner, it was filled with horror. Images of armoured men—men who had been friends hours before—crashing through the door to his home and killing his parents. The demon with the medallion, and its cold, malevolent touch. The image of his friend Henni being fed on by demons as a village burned in the background.

      He was grateful there had been a lull in demon activity over the intervening years. It had allowed him to focus on other, important things. It had also reduced the danger that his friends—his family; Nicolo, Frantz, and Qenna—had to face. But the fear that the demons would return had never left Conrad. He had been convinced they would. Now they had.

      He shifted his position on the hard wooden bench and looked up to see Heidi walk in, with the Watch sergeant behind her.

      ‘I can’t say this is where I expected to see you again,’ Heidi said.

      ‘Nor I,’ Conrad said.

      ‘Three dead men?’ She smiled. ‘It seems you’ve learned quite a lot over the past few years.’

      ‘I’m not one to waste my time,’ Conrad said. He realised this was the first time he’d had a conversation with her as an adult. It felt strange, as if he should behave differently in her presence.

      ‘It raises the question of why you called on me. If it’s just to bail you out, the law’s the law. The killings will have to be investigated, and if they’re found to be illegal, you’ll have to face justice like anyone else.’

      ‘The men were meeting with a demon,’ Conrad said.

      The sergeant let out a guffaw, but cut it short when Heidi cast him a withering glance.

      Heidi frowned and studied him. ‘You’ve been drinking?’

      ‘Not nearly enough to make something like this up,’ Conrad said.

      She turned to the Watch sergeant. ‘Leave us.’

      The sergeant nodded and hurried away, clearly glad to be out of the presence of an Intelligencier. Even after all these years in the South, Conrad was amazed by the fear the Intelligenciers elicited. All the more so when he’d always found Heidi to be a kind, if somewhat cold, person.

      ‘A demon?’

      ‘A demon,’ Conrad said. ‘It didn’t have a medallion, but it wasn’t one of the wild, savage types. It could speak. It was capable of reason.’

      ‘And you saw it in the city?’

      Conrad nodded.

      She walked farther into the cell and sat on the wooden bench beside him.

      ‘This isn’t good news,’ she said.

      ‘Not at all.’

      ‘I never really thought we were done with all this, but I can’t deny that over the years I’d started to hope we’d already seen the worst of it.’

      He shrugged.

      ‘We’ll get the ball rolling on finding out who the three men were,’ Heidi said. ‘What else can you tell me?’

      ‘Not much,’ Conrad said. ‘I had that… feeling again, outside the tavern we were celebrating in. The one I always got when demon magic was near. I haven’t felt it in years, but there was no mistaking it. It led me to a cloaked figure, whom I followed to the warehouse. I tried to listen to what the demon and the men were discussing, but I couldn’t hear enough. I thought… well, I don’t know what I was thinking, but I decided to confront them. The demon got away while I was fighting the men. The trail had gone cold by the time the Watch found me. I thought it best to go along with them.’

      ‘It got away?’ Heidi said. ‘It didn’t try to kill you?’

      Conrad shook his head.

      ‘That’s odd,’ Heidi said. ‘I’ll speak with the Watch captain to get you released.’ She stood and walked to the door, where she paused. ‘Congratulations on earning your banner today, by the way.’

      Conrad smiled. ‘You could have told me that earlier. I did see you there, you know.’

      Heidi nodded and smiled. ‘I must be losing my touch. I wasn’t going to miss that for anything.’

      ‘Nicolo and the others did,’ Conrad said, voicing for the first time something that had wounded him more than he’d thought possible.

      ‘They must have had good reason,’ she said. ‘All of those men look on you as a son. They’d have been here if they could. Anyway, I’ll go speak to the captain.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      His brief incarceration over, Conrad was eager to get some rest. He’d been burning excited energy for several hours, and now that he’d drained his reservoir of it, he was exhausted. He returned to his small room on the academy’s campus—which he needed to move out of by the end of the week. He walked through the city, dawn brightening the streets with every step, and contemplated what he was going to do about that.

      He’d chatted to Arno about sharing an apartment in the city while they looked for their first jobs as swordsmen. Arno was in a better position than Conrad. Although not as wealthy as their other friend, Godfrid, Arno had money to fall back on. Conrad didn’t have that luxury, and for that reason, a military career had been lurking in the back of his mind for the past few months. It would mean a steady wage and accommodations in the barracks, and the potential for advancement was unlimited. All things considered it seemed like the best option open to him.

      But there was also the possibility of continuing his studies. The academy’s master had offered Conrad a scholarship to continue at the academy’s collegium, where he could earn the right to append his title of banneret with ‘of the Grey’.

      It was tempting, but it was an option that would remain open for another ten years. Having already spent four years at the academy, Conrad felt the overwhelming desire to get out into the world. A few years in one of the regiments to gain some life and combat experience before returning to the collegium was quite a common path, and one that Conrad thought eminently sensible.

      All that had been complicated by the demon, however. Its appearance had brought everything from the past back into the forefront of Conrad’s mind. It no longer felt like a distant matter, one that needed to be addressed someday, but a very immediate one. A few years in one of the royal regiments followed by a year or two at the collegium seemed like taking a liberty while there was real work to be done.

      Nicolo, Frantz, and Qenna were out risking their lives doing that work right now, and Conrad was beginning to think he was overdue in joining them. Although he knew from their letters that work was in short supply these days, judging by what he had witnessed earlier, that state of affairs was likely to change soon.

      By the time he’d crossed the academy’s front square, passing under the bell tower and the stern-faced statues that maintained an eternal vigil over the cadets, his mind was made up. After a few hours’ sleep, he would ride out to join Nicolo and the others. He collapsed into bed, but despite his fatigue, neither sleep nor peace came easily.
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        * * *

      

      ‘It’s a while since I’ve been in here,’ Frantz said, as he and the others walked across Brixen academy’s front square.

      ‘I’m sure you’ve lots of fond memories,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘For the most part,’ Frantz said. ‘The crowd I was in with liked to burn the candle at both ends, so there are a few… blank patches in my recollection.’

      Nicolo laughed for the first time since the village. Encountering the senior demon again, so long after everyone had decided the demon threat was merely an inconvenience, continued to unsettle him. Everything about the way it had behaved felt like it had been playing with them. As though there was far more it could have done, had it chosen to.

      They’d reported the incident to the local garrison, who’d said they’d advise their patrols accordingly and relay the message to the Special Division, a mix of Intelligenciers and hand-picked soldiers from the Royal Regiment. Nicolo wasn’t sure they’d believed him, but he’d made his case as strenuously as he’d been able.

      He’d done his part. The rest was up to them.

      ‘Is Conrad still in the same room?’ Frantz said.

      ‘As far as I know,’ Nicolo said. He turned at the sound of galloping behind him.

      A horse clattered to a halt on the cobbles, the rider covered by a black cloak. Seeing someone riding at pace in the city was not the most unusual thing one might witness, but it was something few people could get away with. That was enough to pique Nicolo’s curiosity, and cause his hand to drift toward the hilt of his sword.

      The rider threw back the cloak’s hood, revealing blond hair tied back in a ponytail and a face that was all too familiar to Nicolo.

      ‘Gentlemen,’ the rider said.

      ‘Well, well, well,’ Frantz said. ‘Look who it is.’

      ‘Intelligencier dal Bluchen,’ Nicolo said. ‘I’m impressed that you were so quickly alerted of our arrival. We’ve not been in the city for even an hour yet. To what do we owe the honour?’

      Heidi dal Bluchen gave him a wry smile. ‘I’m not here for you, although seeking you out was next on my list. Must be my lucky day. It appears it’s time to get the old gang back together,’ she said.

      ‘Does news really travel that fast?’ Frantz said incredulously.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘The attack on the village we’ve just come from,’ Nicolo said. ‘I thought we’d have kept ahead of the royal messengers.’

      ‘Oh?’ Heidi’s face went pale.

      ‘You’re talking about something different?’ Qenna said.

      She nodded. ‘Yes, but I’m not willing to discuss it out in the open.’

      Nicolo let out a sigh. ‘You know, they say the first step in dealing with a problem is admitting you have one. Hushing it all up makes their job easier, and our job harder.’

      ‘Not my decision,’ Heidi said, ‘and not yours either. Our duty is to serve to the best of our ability, and when we’re told to do something by our superiors… Well, you know the rest.’

      ‘As tempting as your offer is, we’re otherwise disposed at the moment,’ Nicolo said. ‘We missed the lad’s graduation because of an altercation which I’m sure you’ll hear all about in due course, and we’re on our way to see him and make our apologies.’

      Heidi nodded. ‘Well, you’re only a day late. I’m sure he won’t mind.’

      Nicolo forced a smile. ‘Where shall we call on you when we’re done?’

      ‘I’m back at the palace for the next few days at least,’ Heidi said. ‘I expect you to report to me directly. You’re still on the royal payroll, after all.’

      ‘Barely,’ Frantz said. ‘The cutbacks have been regular and harsh.’

      ‘Another decision that’s beyond my power,’ Heidi said. ‘The Crown has many problems to deal with, and demons have been a minor one for the past few years.’

      ‘They appear to be a very big problem now,’ Qenna said.

      Heidi nodded. ‘I look forward to your report,’ she said. ‘I expect you before eight bells.’ She paused and smiled. ‘Don’t make me send the City Watch out to look for you. And bring Conrad. I need to speak with him also, but it can wait an hour or two.’

      With that, she turned the horse and trotted away.

      They stood in silence a moment as they watched her go.

      ‘Was nice to see her again,’ Frantz said. ‘She’s gotten friendlier with age.’

      Nicolo humphed. ‘Let’s call on the lad. We can deal with her later.’
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        * * *

      

      Conrad woke to a pounding on the door. His first thought was panic, as he struggled to pull his mind from dreams to reality. For a brief moment, he was back in his family’s farmhouse, lying in his bed and listening to the pounding on the front door as the men—the creatures—who’d killed his parents began smashing their way in.

      He took a breath. It was more likely Arno, wondering where he’d disappeared to the night before. Their last conversation had been a tipsy planning session on how they were all going to get their first jobs. They’d decided on the regiments. Or was it private employment? Conrad could remember Godfrid mentioning something about the duelling circuit…

      The confusion of his thoughts did nothing to stop the banging on the door, so Conrad crawled out of bed and reviewed himself in front of his nightstand.

      ‘Hold on,’ he shouted. ‘I’m coming.’

      He splashed some water on his face, then pulled his hair back into a short ponytail to save himself the bother of having to deal with the mess it was in. That done, he went to the door and opened it.

      ‘Ah, Banneret dal Neuendorf,’ Frantz said. ‘So good to see you up and about so early in the day!’

      Conrad saw the rest of them standing in the hallway behind Frantz. Dal Neuendorf sounded like a bit of an affectation—indicating lordship of the village and its lands rather than simple origin there—but he realised he quite liked the sound of it.

      ‘Aren’t you going to invite us in?’ Frantz said.

      ‘I doubt you’ll all fit,’ Conrad said.

      ‘Ah, yes,’ Frantz said. ‘I recall that my room over in the Old Armoury didn’t offer much in the way of entertaining space. Didn’t stop me from trying though.’ He pushed past Conrad and took a look around. ‘I like what you’ve done with the place.’

      Conrad gave the others a nod as they walked in. He’d made a half-hearted attempt to start packing the day before, the only result of which was that all his things were spread out across his room rather than in his closet or chest.

      ‘Why don’t we find a coffee shop for some breakfast and a catch-up,’ Nicolo said. ‘We’ve had a long ride and I know I could do with a hot mug of coffee.’

      ‘What about Heidi?’ Qenna said.

      Conrad frowned. ‘What about Heidi?’ he said.

      ‘She can wait,’ Frantz said.

      Conrad nodded. ‘Give me a moment to get myself together. I’ll meet you outside.’

      ‘Better yet,’ Nicolo said, ‘meet us at the Red Lantern. You know it?’

      Conrad nodded. He’d been there once or twice.

      ‘Excellent. We’ll have a mug waiting for you.’
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        * * *

      

      The Red Lantern was eponymously named after the lamp post on the street outside. Conrad had no idea why this lamp post was painted red. To the best of his knowledge, all the others in the city were a uniform black. The small coffeeshop was popular with jobbing swordsmen, and as with many such places, scraps of work could often be found there. However, unlike the other coffee shops, the Red Lantern’s clientele had a solid reputation and the work was usually legitimate.

      When Conrad went inside, Nicolo, Frantz, Qenna, and Petr were sitting in the corner. Conrad gave them a nod as he walked over, but didn’t make eye contact with Petr. He was ambivalent about the Grey Priest. When they’d met, Petr and his master had tried to kill Conrad, thinking it was the best way to put the magic in his blood beyond the reach of the demons. It was a difficult thing to forgive, no matter how useful the priest had been to Nicolo and the others over the intervening years.

      ‘Must feel good to have your banner, eh?’ Frantz said as Conrad sat down.

      ‘To be honest, I’ve not had much time to think about it,’ Conrad said.

      ‘It’ll take a while to sink in,’ Nicolo said. ‘It’s always jarring for such a long journey to end so suddenly.’

      Conrad shook his head, and was about to speak when Nicolo continued.

      ‘We’re sorry we weren’t able to make it in time. We had… some troubles that delayed us.’

      ‘I saw a demon last night,’ Conrad said, dodging an issue he was more hurt by than he cared to admit. He gave them a moment to digest the revelation. ‘In the city. Not all that far from where we are now.’ He was taken aback that the others didn’t seem surprised. ‘I don’t think it was an archdemon, but it was as close as made no difference.’

      ‘No medallion?’ Petr said.

      Conrad shook his head.

      ‘A lieutenant, then,’ Qenna said.

      ‘We saw one of them in a village to the east a few days ago,’ Nicolo said. ‘It looked to be an archdemon.’

      Although the news didn’t shock Conrad, it disturbed him. The senior demons hadn’t been seen for years, and now they had popped up twice in a few days.

      ‘So they’re back out in the world,’ Conrad said. ‘Why now?’

      ‘It’s impossible to know,’ Petr said. ‘I think it more than likely they’ve been out for some time, but are only now choosing to reveal themselves.’

      ‘Perhaps, but even so, the question of “why now?” is still important,’ Qenna said. ‘So, why now?’

      Silence descended on the table, punctuated only by a waiter bringing over a tray with mugs of coffee. As enticing as the smell was, it merely served to make Conrad aware of how hungry he was.

      ‘Perhaps it’s worth paying a call on our old friend at the palace after all,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘You mean we weren’t going to?’ Petr said.

      ‘After the way she left us high and dry?’ Frantz said. ‘I wouldn’t take my hand out of a fire if she told me to.’

      Petr looked over at Qenna, who shrugged.

      ‘How am I the only one who didn’t know we weren’t going to call on her?’ Petr said.

      Nicolo raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, what matters is that we are now. I’m not sure I want to get involved in all of this again, but one way or the other I want to know what’s going on. Hunting down stray demons is one thing, but going against these senior demons is entirely another.’ He took a mouthful of coffee.

      ‘So,’ he said a moment later, with a contented sigh, ‘what have you got planned next, Conrad? A regiment?’

      Petr cleared his throat. Nicolo cast him an irritated look.

      ‘Now that the demons are abroad again,’ Petr said, ‘we have to consider what that means for Conrad.’

      ‘Try killing me again,’ Conrad said, ‘and you’ll discover pretty quickly that you’re not dealing with a boy anymore.’ He glared at Petr. ‘And I’ve a lot less mercy in me than Frantz had the last time.’

      ‘That’s not what I meant,’ Petr said. ‘Not what I meant at all. I was just trying to remind everyone that you’re in danger again. While the demons were quiet, we were right that you were safe enough in the city with the Intelligenciers watching over you. Now?’

      ‘With the Intelligenciers watching over me?’ Conrad echoed, looking at Nicolo.

      Nicolo shrugged. ‘When the demons disappeared after Burgess Werner’s untimely demise, we reckoned you were going to be safe, but we had to be sure. Anyway, it wasn’t our decision. Heidi and Princess Alys insisted on it.’

      ‘Better than Petr’s approach,’ Frantz said with a cheeky grin.

      Both Conrad and Petr cast him foul looks.

      ‘Well, Petr’s right,’ Nicolo said. ‘Now that they’re out and about again, we have to assume that they’ll come looking for you at some point.’ He sat up straight in his chair. ‘It’s probably best that you come along with us.’ He looked at the disappointed faces around the table and nodded. ‘As soon as we’ve finished our coffees.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Manfred sat in a plush armchair at the back of the Twelve Rings tavern. The Ostians had a greater depth of originality when it came to naming drinking establishments than the Ruripathians did, and he found it refreshing. Up in the north, everywhere was ‘Belek this’ or ‘Belek that’.

      The Twelve Rings had been Manfred’s place of doing business for three months now, since taking over the Gebardi family. That had happened about two months after he’d found his father’s old medallion. One of his first acts had been to rename the organisation ‘the Bernardi’, an Ostian-flavoured play on his own family name. Doing business in a tavern was the Ostian way, but not one he favoured—it invited too many untoward consequences. Until he had decided upon an alternative, however, it would have to do.

      Since receiving his father’s old medallion, and all the other things in the chest, life had changed for Manfred and his family—and far more quickly than it would have if that chest had been filled to bursting with gold and jewels. Money could be invested to bring you power, but the medallion was power itself. Influence over other men, and the ability to do things he would never have thought possible. He didn’t even begin to understand it, but he knew it worked. The effects were too plain to ignore. Now he presided over his own little court, his influence growing every day.

      Manfred’s guards showed a bespectacled man into his private area at the back of the tavern.

      ‘What news do you have for me?’ Manfred said.

      Willem, an academic from Ostenheim’s university, looked agitated. He always did. The Twelve Rings tavern was one street over from the docks district, and was a rough part of town. Since making it his own, Manfred found that his opinion of the place had changed dramatically. He could see now, for the first time, its earthy charm. It was a genuine place, where people said what they meant and lived with their hearts on their sleeves. There were no layers of false civility slathered on top to mask what people were really thinking. It was refreshing.

      Poor Willem, however, clearly did not share that opinion, and for him, the walk from the university to the Twelve Rings was like running the gauntlet. It terrified him, even though Manfred’s people knew who Willem was and that he was untouchable. If so much as a hair on his head was interfered with, Manfred would make certain that the individual responsible would not see another dawn. Willem was a very useful asset and having him perpetually scared out of his wits was of no benefit. Not to mention the fact that the information he was providing Manfred was not something he wanted anyone else to hear—not even his most trusted lieutenants.

      ‘I’m making steady progress,’ Willem said. ‘Perhaps if I could bring in some colleagues, we would move more quickly.’

      ‘No,’ Manfred said. ‘You’ll continue to work alone. I don’t want anyone else knowing about this. Not for the time being, at least.’

      Willem nodded. ‘I’m still working on an alphabet. After that, I’ll have to work on a lexicon. It will take some time before I can be certain of any meaning.’

      ‘Why?’ Manfred said.

      ‘There’s no shortcut to this, I’m afraid,’ Willem said. ‘The more material I translate, the better I will come to understand the language. But I’m only one man. There is only so much I can do. The process should accelerate toward the end, however. As I gain more context, the rate at which I can translate the documents with confidence in my accuracy will improve.’

      ‘It’s been weeks,’ Manfred said, doing his best to stifle his impatience. That had led him to making more than one rash decision over the past months, and he knew Willem was the best at what he did in the city. Perhaps the world. Killing him would set things back far more than any momentary release of his frustrations was worth.

      ‘This is the work of a lifetime,’ Willem said. ‘I have undergraduate students who could spend their entire academic careers studying the papers in that one chest you brought me.’

      Manfred frowned. ‘But you haven’t shown them to anyone?’

      Willem blanched. ‘No. Of course not. You told me not to.’

      ‘Good,’ Manfred said. ‘Don’t.’

      ‘At some point we’ll need to bring in more people if you want to complete the work faster.’

      Manfred sighed. ‘We can discuss that once we have a clearer idea of what we’re dealing with.’

      ‘I already have a reasonable idea of that,’ Willem said.

      ‘And?’

      ‘They’re treatises on magic,’ Willem said. ‘You know the duke would pay handsomely for this information. The rulers of every country are scrambling to uncover whatever magical knowledge they can. Your chest is a literal treasure trove.’

      ‘I’d prefer to keep it secret until I know more about it,’ Manfred said. ‘Once I know how the knowledge might be best implemented, I can make an informed decision on how to proceed. Until then, I will be most displeased if I hear of anyone learning about what you are researching.’

      ‘I’m doing my best,’ Willem said, ‘but it’s difficult. People at the university are always curious about what others are working on.’

      ‘Simply tell them you’re researching some old documents for a wealthy client,’ Manfred said. ‘It’s the truth, after all.’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ Willem said.

      ‘Good,’ Manfred said. ‘Keep up the hard work. The sooner I have the answers I want, the sooner you will be rewarded.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Willem said.

      Manfred gestured for him to leave, which he did. Money was all the motivation Willem needed to keep him doing what Manfred wanted. Men with more determined minds needed persuasion with the help of the medallion. He could remember his father wearing a similar medallion. Might it be the same one? It would certainly explain his meteoric success, and made Manfred feel better about his own lack of advancement prior to having the medallion.

      Manfred had yet to encounter anyone strong enough to resist the weight it added to his suggestions, and he often wondered how he would fare if it were being used on him. Had his father used it on him? So long as it was safely hanging around his neck, that wasn’t something he had to worry about. He just needed to make sure it stayed there.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Feels like an eternity since we were last here,’ Frantz said.

      The palace loomed ahead of them, sitting proudly on its island in the Brixensee, the great lake that stretched out before the city. The ornate bridge that connected it to the mainland looked exactly as Conrad remembered it. It had been some time since he’d last crossed it, or even come to this part of the city.

      ‘It’s been over five years,’ Qenna said. ‘For someone with your attention span, it has been an eternity.’

      Nicolo, Petr, and Conrad laughed, but Frantz scowled at them.

      Conrad reckoned it had been about the same for him, although after he’d left to start at the academy, he’d called back a couple of times to visit friends who were still squiring at the palace.

      ‘On the bright side of things,’ Nicolo said, ‘we’re technically guests again, rather than employees. Our contract for demon hunting ended yesterday. Until it’s renewed, we’re simply gentlemen visitors. They might even let us into the decent dining hall before we go.’

      ‘That would be nice,’ Frantz said.

      Conrad had to agree. He could still remember the meal he’d eaten there on the night they first arrived at the palace. The thought of it still set his mouth to watering.

      ‘Do you reckon Her Highness is going to want to employ us again?’ Frantz said.

      ‘I can’t think of any other reason for Heidi to call us to the palace,’ Qenna said.

      ‘Are we going to take it?’ Frantz said. ‘We’ve been chasing demons about the place for her for nearly a decade now. We’ve almost nothing to show for it, and we’ve been treated like dirt.’

      ‘It seems to be our niche these days,’ Qenna said.

      ‘We’ll see what she has to say,’ Nicolo said, ‘and then we’ll make a decision. Together. Just like we always do. We know as much about these things as anyone, and we’re the experts now. If the princess wants our help again, she’ll have to pay us what we’re worth. Have no fear of that.’

      Conrad was disappointed to hear their reluctance, but he hadn’t been out on the road with them for the past five years, and beyond the news from Nicolo’s occasional letters, he had no real sense of what things had been like. Nicolo had said the demons had been getting stronger, even the freshly turned ones. He didn’t know why, and he was worried about it. Telastrian steel was no longer the way to an easy victory. Conrad could see the strain the thought of losing another one of his friends was putting on Nicolo.

      No one liked to feel as though they’d been picked up and dropped at someone else’s convenience—but to Conrad’s way of thinking, when it came to seeing off the threat of demons, there was no way to refuse. The duty of hunting them down fell to whomever was strong enough to do it, and Conrad was absolutely committed to doing whatever was necessary.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Well, gentlemen,’ Princess Alys said, ‘it’s good to see you again.’

      ‘Your Highness,’ Nicolo said, bowing his head.

      Conrad noted that he didn’t return her greeting, and wondered what it was that had made Nicolo and the others resentful of the princess, and of Heidi. Nicolo had never mentioned anything in his letters, but that didn’t mean to say something hadn’t happened. Conrad could always tell that Nicolo went to lengths to make his letters seem upbeat, even though Conrad knew well that the reality of life on the road always had as many downs as it had ups.

      Heidi sat beside the princess, on a smaller chair next to the dais bearing the princess’s throne. She remained silent, but watched Conrad and the others with her usual curious and penetrating stare. He knew she always studied people’s faces for their reactions. ‘The window to their thoughts,’ she had once told Conrad. He wondered how much of his she could pick up on, and did his best to remain expressionless.

      ‘It seems our old foe has re-emerged,’ the princess said. ‘Perhaps more powerful than they were.’

      ‘It certainly looks that way, Your Highness,’ Nicolo said. ‘Telastrian steel, while still effective, has become considerably less so. Where once a minor wound was enough to do for a demon, a mortal wound similar to that which would kill a living person is now needed. Ordinary steel continues to be all but useless, barring decapitation.’

      The princess showed no reaction to the grisly description.

      ‘The demons have also grown stronger,’ Nicolo continued, ‘and we have no answer as to why. That is a matter of great concern. We need to take much greater care in dealing with them.’

      This was news to Conrad. He’d not heard of this development, and realised he was lucky his encounter with the lieutenant demon in the warehouse had gone the way it had.

      ‘I understand that in the past few days, you’ve encountered what we’ve come to call “archdemons”?’ the princess said.

      Nicolo nodded. ‘We think so, Your Highness.’ He recounted their experiences at the village in the east while the princess listened intently. Conrad looked about the throne room, but little had changed in the years since he’d last been there. It was still the same cool hall of white marble, with red and grey sashes adding warmth and contrast. A great fire blazed in one of several fireplaces along the side of the hall, but by itself, it was insufficient to fill the room with heat.

      When Nicolo finished his account, the princess sat in silent contemplation for a while. She had aged visibly since Conrad had last seen her. Her once honey-blond hair now looked white, and there were more lines on her face. When he had first come to the palace as a boy, Conrad’s only concept of a princess had come from the old stories his father had told him by the hearth of their farmhouse in the Northlands. He knew now how far removed the reality was from those tales—the stresses and strains of maintaining a country were legion, and all the while she had to manage the ambitions and rivalries of her nobles, who could be as much of a threat to her as any external force. As much a threat as the demons, even.

      ‘As was the case on the last occasion,’ the princess finally said, ‘I feel there is likely to be some cause behind this resurgence. I know not what that might be. Intelligencier dal Bluchen and her comrades have been keeping a careful watch over all things demon-related since all this started, and they have not noted anything unusual.’

      ‘Apart from Conrad’s encounter in the warehouse district,’ Heidi said.

      The princess nodded. ‘Indeed, apart from Conrad’s encounter, which would suggest the creatures have been at large in the city for some time now. To say that it’s worrying… Well, it was naive to think the problem had simply gone away with the death of Burgess Werner Berndorf, but we had hoped it would remain the limited annoyance that it has been these past few years. That seems to no longer be the case, which brings me to my reason for calling you all here, once again.’

      ‘You want us to help you get to the bottom of it,’ Nicolo said.

      The princess’s eyes narrowed at the interruption, and Conrad could see a cloud of anger pass over her face. But it disappeared as quickly as it had arrived, and she smiled.

      ‘Precisely,’ she said. ‘Who better? You men know what you’re dealing with. I want you to go out and find what has stirred the demons up again, and eradicate it.’
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      ‘Well, we got talked into that pretty fast,’ Frantz said as they walked from the palace back toward the city.

      ‘What option did we have?’ Nicolo said. ‘When royalty comes asking, you need a pretty good reason to say no.’

      ‘I can think of a few,’ Frantz said.

      ‘Look, we’re all angry that we didn’t get a bounty from Burgess Werner’s confiscated wealth,’ Nicolo said, ‘but the reality is we were never promised that. We just hoped and assumed.’

      ‘It is the tradition in these parts, is it not?’ Qenna said.

      Nicolo shrugged. ‘Yes, and that’s why we’re all angry about it.’

      ‘She promised the money would all be put into hunting down the demons and wiping them out,’ Conrad said. ‘That seems a worthy use of it.’

      Frantz glowered.

      ‘But little, if any, actually was,’ Qenna said. ‘For a time the mission was well financed, but it didn’t last. The budgets were cut, and a number of good men died as a result. The princess lied. Men like us ask for few things in life, but fidelity is one of them. It’s difficult to risk your life for someone who’s lied to you.’

      ‘Oh,’ Conrad said. It was all he could come up with. What else was there to say to that? He had questions, of course. Nicolo, Frantz, and Qenna had hunted demons for the last eight years—Petr too, although Conrad still had a hard time considering him one of the boys—when they could have packed their bags and gone to work anywhere in the world. It seemed reasonable to say that they’d done their part.

      The question of why they’d kept at it was one that had long lurked in the back of Conrad’s mind, but he’d always done his best to ignore it. He reckoned he already knew the answer, and it was one he found too horrific to dwell on. He knew they were looking for Henni, or the body that used to be Henni’s and was now most likely a demon. They all felt great guilt at having left their friend’s body behind, and wanted to give him peace before they could have any themselves.

      For Conrad, that reality was even more awful. It meant that his parents, or what was left of them, still wandered the land, their souls prevented from reaching the afterlife. The thought of seeing them filled Conrad with terror and despair. How could he strike them down? He knew that all that had made them who they were was gone. All that remained was the vessel they had occupied, which was now possessed by something else. He didn’t know if he had it in him to track them down and put them to rest.

      He knew they wouldn’t have wanted him to waste his life away on searching them out and seeking revenge, but there was something about turning his back on it that he just could not bring himself to do. He had allowed himself a decade to be done with it all. Then he could settle down, start a family, and lead the good life he knew they would want him to have.

      They stopped once they’d crossed the palace bridge and were back on the mainland.

      ‘What now?’ Petr said.

      ‘We wait for command from she who must be obeyed,’ Frantz said.

      ‘Heidi, or Her Royal Highness?’ Qenna said.

      ‘Does it make any difference?’ Frantz said.

      ‘As easy as it is to take everything out on Heidi,’ Nicolo said, ‘and I’m as guilty of it as anyone, she’s only ever taken orders from the princess and carried them out to the best of her ability.’

      ‘Even when it was wrong?’ Frantz said. ‘Men have died because there was no support available when they needed it. Support that was promised. Support we were guaranteed we’d have. Hells, we’ve been close enough to buying our holes in the ground more than once. All because the Crown wasn’t willing to risk its own troops, or spend money it didn’t need to. It’s all very nice to offer a bounty on demons—you only have to pay for the ones that have already been killed. But what happens if they become completely immune to Telastrian steel?’

      ‘We chop their heads off and get on with it,’ Nicolo said. ‘That’s the way the world works for men like us. We get paid to risk our lives. Believe me, if I could make a sword, or a pot, or a chest of drawers, I would, but this life is the only one I or any of us know.’

      ‘Curious that a potter’s apprenticeship doesn’t carry quite the same cachet as a place at the academy,’ Frantz said.

      ‘If they did, no one would go to the academy,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Fair point,’ Frantz said.

      ‘It’s not too late to become a potter,’ Qenna said.

      Frantz looked at his hands, the knuckles lumpy from breaks and bashes over the years. ‘Nah, don’t reckon I’d have the touch for it anymore. Nor the patience.’

      ‘I don’t think they could ever become immune,’ Petr said, once he was sure that tangent had been exhausted. ‘Telastrian steel discharges magic. Draws it in like a magnet, then releases it back into the world in its raw state. One of its wonderful and mysterious qualities. The creatures might have found ways to slow the loss of the magic caused by a Telastrian wound. It might allow them to live a bit longer, but they can’t change the laws of nature.’

      ‘That’s comforting,’ Frantz said.

      Conrad bridled at Frantz’s cynicism. He’d worked hard to earn his banner, and was as proud of it as he’d ever been of anything. At that moment, he could not think of a thing in the world he feared. He felt as though he could achieve anything he set his mind to, that he could defeat any foe foolish enough to stand against him. A potter could say none of those things. A potter needed men like them to keep them safe from the evils that came at night.

      ‘Leaving so soon?’ Heidi’s voice said. ‘I expected to find you in the dining hall making the most of Her Highness’s hospitality.’

      ‘I think we’ve all had as much of Her Highness’s hospitality as we have the appetite for,’ Frantz said.

      Heidi cast him a thin smile. ‘Let’s go to the Bayda’s Blend to talk,’ she said. ‘It’s a new coffee house I’ve been keen to try. This way.’

      She didn’t wait for agreement, but they all fell in behind her. The Bayda’s Blend wasn’t far. Conrad had heard of it, but he hadn’t had the chance to try it either. It had opened while he was in the home stretch of studying for his final exams at the academy.

      They arrived in what Conrad assumed was a lull between the morning and midday rushes. There were only a few patrons sitting in the coffee room, which smelled of a strange mingling of fresh paint and fresher coffee. The thick glass panes in the window didn’t let in much light, and the lamps did little to improve the situation, giving the space a dark and cosy atmosphere.

      Wooden tables and chairs dotted the room. They sat in a corner as far away from anyone else as possible, and ordered a round of the house blend coffee—the one that everyone was talking about.

      ‘So,’ Heidi said. ‘You’re probably wondering where we’re going to start.’

      Everyone nodded.

      ‘Conrad was kind enough to provide us with a couple of dead bodies that we’ve been able to identify,’ Heidi said. ‘I’m optimistic those leads will start us on the path to discovering what in hells the demons are up to, and from there to a successful execution of the plans.’

      ‘It sounds so beautifully simple,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Doesn’t it just,’ Heidi said. ‘We all know that’s not going to be the case, but we might as well be optimistic about it while we can be.’

      ‘Who were the corpses?’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Well,’ Heidi said, ‘two of them are bannerets for hire. The third is a little bit more interesting. He’s the Count of Riffenberg. Was the Count of Riffenberg.’

      ‘That name’s familiar,’ Frantz said. ‘Who was he?’

      ‘The head of one of the oldest noble houses of Ruripathia,’ Heidi said.

      ‘And he was in league with demons,’ Qenna said.

      ‘It would very much appear that way,’ Heidi said.

      ‘Do you have any motive, a reason why he might have been consorting with demons?’ Nicolo said.

      Heidi shrugged. The coffee arrived, and she waited until the server was out of earshot before continuing.

      ‘There are any number of reasons,’ Heidi said. ‘From gaining the powers that sent Burgess Werner to the top in such a short period of time, to less superficial explanations. The Riffenbergs are more correctly known as the Staufens of Riffenberg.’

      ‘Staufen,’ Nicolo said, ‘as in Alys dal Staufen, Princess of Ruripathia? The royal family?’

      ‘Yes,’ Heidi said. ‘They’re a cadet branch. The cadet branch. They descend from the younger son of the first prince of Ruripathia. They’re also one of the noble houses that were threatening to rebel during the trouble with the Markgraf of the Elzmark a few decades back. They’ve since wormed their way back into favour, but they’ve had their eyes on the Crown for… well, forever really. Their claims came back into prominence when Her Royal Highness’s father failed to sire a son, thereby making her the first woman to ever ascend to the throne.’

      ‘I’m sure the old fogeys loved that,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Like you wouldn’t believe,’ Heidi said. ‘That fact alone has made danger every single day she’s been sitting on it. I know you resent the fact that she withdrew the money she promised for hunting the demons to extinction, but as I said at the time, it was needed elsewhere. I doubt she’d still draw breath, let alone hold the throne, if she hadn’t diverted that money to dealing with more pressing threats.’

      ‘There’re plenty of people who aren’t drawing breath because that money was diverted,’ Nicolo said. ‘Several of them were friends of mine.’

      ‘I lost friends too,’ Heidi said. ‘That’s the life. Now, we can continue to chit-chat about how unfair the world is, or we can get on with what we have to do.’

      She let the statement hang in the air for a moment. The coffees all remained untouched. Eager though he was to try his, Conrad didn’t want to be the first to do so.

      ‘What are we going to do, then?’ Nicolo finally said.

      ‘I think a trip out to Riffenberg makes sense,’ Heidi said. ‘I have people here keeping an eye on the families of the dead men, but I think Riffenberg is the key to this. If we’re going to find anything, it will be there.’

      ‘What do you think they’re up to this time?’ Qenna said.

      ‘It’s possible that someone else has discovered a cache of demon-magic artefacts,’ Heidi said, ‘and we’re dealing with something similar to the last time—but my gut says it’s different, that there’s more to it. They never came anywhere close to the more populated areas back then, and we saw very few lieutenants and archdemons. I’m not ashamed to admit that learning one’s been in the city for who knows how long leaves me pretty rattled.’

      ‘Shouldn’t we be trying to track that one down?’ Petr said.

      ‘We could,’ Heidi said, ‘but the full resources of the Intelligenciers and the City Watch are already on that. There’s not a whole lot more we can add to that mix. If it’s still in the city and it can be found, my people will find it.’

      ‘Now that it knows it’s been discovered, I think it will disappear,’ Petr said.

      ‘I agree,’ Heidi said. ‘Hence my decision to ride for Riffenberg. I think it would be wise to get on the road as soon as we’ve finished our coffees.’ She instantly picked up on the reaction her dictatorial style received. ‘Assuming that’s acceptable, of course.’

      ‘Of course,’ Nicolo said. ‘We’ll be ready to go in an hour. We’re still packed for the road, but will need to top up our travelling provisions and ensure our bankers are ready to receive and process our fees.’

      Heidi smiled. It seemed genuine to Conrad. As pushy as she could be, she always seemed to enjoy and respect those who pushed back—unlike many of Conrad’s acquaintances, who could dish it out but weren’t nearly so able to take it.

      ‘Excellent,’ Heidi said. ‘I’ll drop the royal purser a note to make sure there are no delays. We can meet at the city side of the palace bridge in an hour, then.’ She drained her coffee and let out a sigh. ‘That was far too good to drink so fast.’ Heidi shook her head, stood, gave them all a nod, and left.

      ‘There’s something else that’s been confusing me,’ Conrad said. ‘The demon in the warehouse could sense I was a blood bearer, but he didn’t try to kill me. He told his men to seize me. When I killed them, he didn’t hang around to fight me. From what you’ve been saying, surely he had the power to kill me.’

      ‘If he didn’t have a medallion, then he was a lieutenant,’ Petr said. ‘Only an archdemon with a medallion can carry out the ritual to return the blood’s power to Fanrac. If he had killed you, the power would have been split three ways between Fanrac and the other blood bearers. Fanrac wants it all, so the demon probably went to report to his master.’

      They sat in silence for a moment, before Nicolo cast his gaze in Conrad’s direction.

      ‘What have you got planned, lad?’

      Conrad bristled at being called a lad, but as he looked at Nicolo, he noticed the first traces of grey at the sides of Nicolo’s hair. Conrad might be a man now, but he realised he’d always be their junior, and they probably still saw him as the terrified boy they’d discovered freshly orphaned in the Northlands. There was only one way to change that point of view.

      ‘I’m coming with you, of course,’ Conrad said.

      ‘I think that makes sense,’ Qenna said. ‘Leaving him alone in the world places him in more danger than coming with us and dealing with them head-on. We were satisfied that Conrad was safe in the city when the demons went quiet. Now that they know he’s in the city, that danger has increased to the point where he’ll have to leave. I think he should come with us.’

      ‘I agree,’ Frantz said.

      ‘It makes sense,’ Petr said.

      Conrad felt a flash of irritation. Why should anyone care for Petr’s opinion? He was a blow-in.

      ‘What of the other bearers of these blood lines?’ Nicolo said. ‘Surely they’re in great danger again now as well.’

      ‘The old rules still apply,’ Petr said.

      ‘That you’ll murder whoever carries the blood once the going gets a bit tough?’ Conrad glowered at Petr, hoping the intended menace was carrying across.

      ‘You know it’s more complicated than that,’ Petr said. ‘We abhor killing, particularly of innocents. To kill a blood bearer is an absolute last resort—one we’ve abstained from for over a thousand years. But to allow Fanrac to regain the power he once had, the power that let him conquer all of the known world?’ Petr shuddered. ‘We can only hope that he and his minions aren’t yet powerful enough to achieve this. That we still have time to stop them.’

      ‘Perhaps if Her Highness hadn’t cut off our resources,’ Frantz said, ‘this problem could have been dealt with once and for all. The last time.’

      ‘I agree with Qenna,’ Nicolo said, bringing them back to their actual discussion. ‘Conrad is best off with us. How long will it take you to get ready?’
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      ‘I’ll be able to clear our good name,’ Manfred said. ‘I’ll get us home, and put us back where we belong.’

      ‘I don’t know, Manfred,’ said his mother Ramona. ‘What you’re doing. What you’ve been doing…’

      ‘I don’t like it any more than you do,’ Manfred said. ‘It’s beneath me. What we’re all doing is beneath us, but for now it’s a necessary evil.’

      They were sitting in a small coffee shop in the Guilds district, not far from where they lived. It smelled more of damp and mildew—caused by the constant jets of steam from the leaky boilers—than it did of coffee.

      Manfred wasn’t willing to waste his money in a better place. Not yet. For now, every penny he earned—numbers which had increased significantly since his dispossession of the Gebardi—was destined for a more important purpose. He couldn’t afford to be frivolous.

      ‘I’ve enough put away to engage lawyers in Ruripathia to petition the princess to clear father’s name and allow us to return. From there, I’ll be able to rebuild everything we’ve lost. Legitimately.’

      Ramona shook her head. ‘Perhaps we reached too far, your father and I. It was ambition and greed that took everything from us, just as much as it had given it to begin with.’

      Manfred shook his head angrily. His mother and father had humble origins, and that way of thinking had never truly left her, even when they’d had everything and had ranked amongst the wealthiest families of Ruripathia.

      ‘We deserve far more than this,’ Manfred said. ‘We deserve to have everything that was taken from us, the things Father worked so hard for, and more. It’s not too late for Kaspar to take a place at the academy, nor for Ulrike to have a proper dowry or the money to take a place at the university. They’ll have opportunities again. We’ll all have opportunities. We won’t be condemned to scrabbling in the gutter any longer.’

      Ramona sighed. ‘I just worry is all. I’ve already lost your father. You’ve carried this family ever since, and I don’t want to lose you too.’

      ‘Don’t worry, Mother. I know what I’m doing. We’re going to get everything back. It’s going to mean I have to go away on business for a few weeks, but I’ll be back before you know it, and things will start to change for us. I promise.’
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        * * *

      

      Conrad chose to wear his Telastrian sword for the ride to Riffenberg. Many saw Telastrian blades as a luxury, something for display rather than use, but he knew better. Conrad couldn’t claim to know what caused the magical qualities it possessed, nor the full extent of what it could do. But he did know the effect the steel had on demons, and that meant his Telastrian blade was the one that he would use in the days to come.

      He noted that the others wore theirs as well, although their blades bore the hallmarks of regular use, the leather handles worn, the scabbards scratched and abraded. The steel itself was as new—another of its unique qualities. It never dulled, nor tarnished, nor lost its edge. It looked as it had the day the smith had finished polishing it. They’d each obtained a piece from a village near some of the Telastrian mines, where all the inhabitants had fallen foul of the demons. As had their friend Henni.

      Turning the pieces into serviceable swords had not been cheap, but Conrad was very glad to have one. He’d been one of only three students at the academy to possess one. While Conrad was of modest beginnings, both of the others were the sons of dukes. It was implicit that he’d done something to earn a blade like that, but he never spoke about it, despite having been asked many times. Even with all he’d been through, trying to explain it felt ridiculous, like the ravings of a madman.

      Packing hadn’t taken him long. He’d stuffed the essentials into a saddlebag and discarded the rest. It had surprised him how much he’d accumulated during his years at the academy, most of which served absolutely no purpose. It felt good to be riding out again, free of that burden. Better than it had when he’d first joined up with Nicolo and the others. Back then he’d been useless, and had lived in constant fear of outstaying his welcome. Now he was a banneret. A blooded banneret, at that. He could be very useful indeed.

      Heidi was at the bridge’s end, chatting with the palace guards, when Conrad arrived. He saw the others coming along the boulevard that ran along the lake’s bank, so they didn’t have to wait long for the full party to assemble.

      ‘Everyone ready?’ she said.

      ‘We’re ready,’ Nicolo said, while giving Conrad an approving nod.

      ‘This is fun,’ Heidi said. ‘Like old times.’

      ‘Old times doesn’t mean good times,’ Frantz said.

      ‘Oh, come now,’ Heidi said. ‘How many people are useful enough to be asked to save the Crown not once, but twice? You should be proud.’

      ‘I measure my pride in gold crowns,’ Frantz said. ‘When I see a big fat purse of those, I’ll be proud as a peacock.’

      ‘Rest assured, Mister Peacock,’ Heidi said, with an emphasis that Conrad suspected was intentional, ‘there’ll be plenty of gold and reward this time. As promised. We’re going to finish the job we started all those years ago.’
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        * * *

      

      Riffenberg was a town in the northeast of Ruripathia. The castle was on an escarpment overlooking the River Rhenner like an eagle preparing to swoop on its prey. It was a grey, imposing construction, perched above what looked to be a quaint, cosy town filled with colourful, gabled houses with red-tiled roofs. It was early evening as they approached, and a cool wind blew down from the mountains in the east, reminding them that spring had not yet fully grasped the lands this far north.

      The Rhenner was a large, navigable river, even this far upstream, and a large sailing ship with a full spread of canvas was working its way against the flow to reach the town.

      ‘Looks like a nice spot,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘It is,’ Heidi said. ‘I’ve been here a couple of times. There are a few gold mines in the county, which has made it pretty wealthy. The town’s known for its jewellery and goldworks. That’s the wealth base that’s always made Riffenberg a threat to the Crown, even though it’s only a county rather than a duchy.’

      ‘Has word reached them yet of the count’s death?’ Nicolo said.

      ‘It’s possible,’ Heidi said, ‘Either way, we’ll have to play it gently with them to start with. Once we start to peel back the layers, we can take a harder approach if necessary.’

      ‘Sounds good to me,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘We might even be in time for supper,’ Frantz said.

      ‘Do you really want to eat in the hall of someone you just killed, and someone else you might be about to arrest?’ Qenna said.

      ‘Ah,’ Frantz said. ‘Good point. Even if it was the lad who did the killing, I suppose we’re all guilty by association now. Know of anywhere nice to stay? I presume the Crown is picking up the tab?’

      ‘Yes to both questions,’ Heidi said.

      They passed through the city gate onto cobbled streets, which were filled with the traffic one might expect of the late afternoon. Although the citizens didn’t look quite as fancy as some of those in Brixen, it was clear to Conrad that this was a wealthy town. The buildings were in good repair, they had expensive clear glass in their windows, and the streets were clean.

      The road from the gate led them to an open square where the castle was visible again, no longer hidden by the gables of the buildings lining the road. It looked like a relic of a bygone age, its dour grey stones at odds with the cheerful, colourful town.

      ‘We’ll stay over there,’ Heidi said. ‘The Stag’s Head. The beds are clean and the food is good. That’s as much luxury as you’re getting on the Crown’s account.’

      ‘Mighty generous of it,’ Frantz said.

      Heidi gave him a look. ‘We’ll settle in, have a meal and a good night’s sleep, then head up to the castle in the morning.’

      They crossed the square to the Stag’s Head and went in. While Heidi spoke with the innkeeper, Conrad looked around. Compared to the inns Conrad had stayed at in the past, this one was a luxurious affair, clearly intending to cater to the merchants who came to trade with Riffenberg’s jewellery makers and goldsmiths. There were several of them lounging by the crackling fireplace in comfortable-looking chairs.

      The way they dressed was a clear effort to demonstrate their prosperity, and they made Conrad and the others look shabby by comparison. He had learned enough about life in the south to know that appearances were often deceiving, however, and he wondered how many of these men could afford more than one suit of clothes of that quality.

      ‘We’ve got three rooms,’ Heidi said. ‘I’m taking one, obviously, so you can decide how you want to split the rest up amongst yourselves.’

      Conrad noticed immediately that there was an unspoken understanding between the others about how this was going to work. Conrad had only ridden out with them a handful of times over the past eight years, so he’d fallen out of that routine. He felt a pang of jealousy to realise that Petr was very much part of it.

      The feeling was exacerbated by his dislike of the former priest. Or current priest, perhaps—Conrad wasn’t sure whether Petr had given up his former calling to work with Nicolo and the others. There was so much he’d missed out on. So much he didn’t know. Men that he had come to think of as his family felt like strangers in that moment. It was an odd and uncomfortable sensation for Conrad, as though the world had moved on without him.

      At the top of the stairs leading to the rooms, they parted ways as naturally as a river meeting a bridge pier—all but Conrad, who hesitated as he tried to work out where he stood in the pecking order. In his head, it was above Petr, but below the other three. The chronological order of things. But now, as he watched them move in silent coordination, he wasn’t so sure.

      Only Conrad and Petr remained in the corridor. Poised to go into one of the rooms, Petr hesitated.

      ‘We should probably talk,’ he said.

      ‘About what?’

      ‘About what happened.’

      Conrad knew exactly what Petr was referring to, but he wanted to make him spell it out. He waited, a quizzical eyebrow raised.

      ‘When you were a boy,’ Petr said. ‘When we abducted you.’

      ‘I really don’t know what there is to say,’ Conrad said. ‘You and your pal tried to kill me. You failed. Every time I see you, I have to come up with a very good reason to stop myself from returning the favour.’

      ‘I understand that,’ Petr said, ‘and I don’t blame you for it.’

      ‘How very magnanimous of you,’ Conrad said.

      ‘We didn’t want to do what we did,’ Petr said. ‘It was our absolute last resort. My master agonised over the decision. He’d watched you on and off since birth. Your mother too. He looked on you both as his own family.’

      ‘Interesting approach to familial affection,’ Conrad said.

      ‘You’d been discovered by the demons, and we had to stop them from getting to your power,’ Petr said. ‘The other two blood bearers were still hidden, and by… by killing you, the power would have dispersed to them and been hidden once more.’

      ‘It didn’t occur to you to, you know, hide me again?’ Conrad said.

      ‘Once the creatures had your scent, there was no way we could be sure of achieving that. Not before they got to you, anyway.’

      ‘And yet they didn’t,’ Conrad said. ‘Not even close. At any point in the last eight years.’

      ‘We were wrong,’ Petr said. ‘I’m not afraid to admit that. I didn’t know any better. I had to be guided by my master, who truly believed he was doing the right thing.’

      ‘We’ll have to agree to differ on that point,’ Conrad said, growing tired of the conversation.

      ‘No, we don’t,’ Petr said. ‘I admit we were in the wrong. I can only offer my apology for that, and my gratitude that we were stopped before the wrong couldn’t be undone.’

      ‘Well,’ Conrad said. ‘I’m grateful it was stopped when it was, but that gratitude doesn’t extend to you. Let’s be clear on a few things. I don’t like you. I don’t trust you. Keep out of my way.’

      Conrad turned toward the other room and went inside.

      Nicolo looked up when Conrad entered. ‘You look like someone just pissed in your ale.’

      ‘Someone did,’ Conrad said.

      ‘That bed’s free,’ Nicolo said, pointing to the other bed in the room.

      Conrad dumped his kit on the end of the bed, and started to mull over the conversation he’d just had. It was difficult to do that without his anger flaring up. In the end, he kicked off his boots, rolled over, and tried to get some rest.
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      ‘Like as not, they’ll know there’s a delegation from the palace here,’ Heidi said as they rode slowly up the cobbled switchback lane that led to Riffenberg Castle. ‘But they won’t know why we’re here. I’d like to keep them dangling on that for as long as possible.’

      ‘Understood,’ Nicolo said. ‘Who’s in charge here now that the count is dead?’

      ‘We’re not certain,’ Heidi said. ‘I presume the countess. There’s a son, but he’s still an infant. There are also cousins. We’re not sure where they are.’

      ‘So we could be walking into a dynastic battle for succession,’ Qenna said.

      ‘Hopefully,’ Heidi said. ‘It’ll make our job a lot easier if there are opposing factions to play off one another.’

      ‘It never fails to me amaze me how we differ on the things we consider good and bad,’ Frantz said.

      ‘It doesn’t amaze me at all,’ Heidi said.

      They reached the castle gates. After a short discussion with the guards, who seemed to have known they were coming, they were shown through to the courtyard within the castle walls. It was different to any of the noble houses Conrad had visited. Although he’d seen plenty of castles, the wealthy people he’d encountered over his years in the south had all long since decamped from family castles and moved to palaces set in more comfortable surrounds. Conrad was curious what had kept the Staufens of Riffenberg in this location.

      The castle was as austere and gloomy within as it had looked from without—dark stone with tall towers and walls meant the courtyard was perpetually in the shade. Stable hands trotted across the courtyard from a thatched stable built against the wall, and a man in brown robes came out from the keep building.

      ‘We’ve been expecting you,’ the man said. ‘The countess thought you’d call yesterday evening. She’s indisposed at the moment, but she asked that I welcome you and attend to your needs until she’s available.’

      ‘Most kind,’ Heidi said. ‘I’m Lady Heidi dal Bluchen, emissary from Her Royal Highness Princess Alys of Ruripathia.’

      ‘I’m Ulrich, the countess’s brother,’ the man said. ‘If you’d like to dismount and come this way, I can show you to somewhere more comfortable while you wait.’

      Conrad found it odd that a man of this stature would be so shabbily dressed, but he supposed it fit well enough with the austere nature of the castle. It was all in stark contrast to the visible wealth in the town below the castle, however, and it was puzzling. What was the point in wealth and power if you weren’t going to enjoy it? Conrad certainly hadn’t seen anyone else in Ruripathia’s nobility behaving like this.

      They dismounted and handed their horses over to the stable boys, who looked cheerful and well-fed to Conrad’s eye. He wondered what type of lord the man he had killed had been.

      ‘I can’t help but notice your robes,’ Heidi said to Ulrich as they started to walk towards the keep. ‘You’ve taken holy orders?’

      ‘Not yet,’ Ulrich said, ‘but it is indeed my very earnest hope. For now, I’m merely a lay brother of the Order of Divine Prosperity. It takes several years of study before one can take vows.’

      ‘An admirable choice for a nobleman,’ Nicolo said. ‘And not a common one.’

      Ulrich smiled, but Conrad felt there was something strained about it.

      ‘Kind words,’ Ulrich said. ‘Faith is important in testing times. This way, please.’

      Conrad’s initial thought was that Ulrich was referring to the recent loss of his brother-in-law. He felt a pang of guilt at having been responsible for that, but when it passed, Conrad wondered if the man had meant something else. He wasn’t sure why he was left with that impression—there was just something in the way Ulrich had said it. The question remained—what was testing about the times?

      The inside of the keep did not present anything that the exterior had not promised. It was cold and foreboding, torches in sconces providing additional light to that which came in through the narrow, leaded windows. Hanging tapestries added some colour and softness, but there was nothing on display that could be described as welcoming. Even the furniture was large, heavy, and lacking any of the refinement to which Conrad was used.

      Ulrich led them into a large chamber with a minstrel’s gallery and a large fireplace filled with the cold remains of the last fire.

      ‘You can make yourselves comfortable here for the moment,’ Ulrich said. ‘I’ll have some refreshments sent along, and hopefully the countess will be able to join you shortly.’

      Ulrich left through a different door, and there was an awkward moment while everyone worked out what to do next. Eventually Heidi sat on one of the hard and angular wooden armchairs, so the rest of them did likewise.

      Conrad was impatient to know what they all thought. The castle was such a sombre place, it was impossible to tell if this was the atmosphere of a house in mourning or if it was simply always like this. Either way, he couldn’t imagine it being a happy place to live. He’d only been there moments and already he wanted to leave.

      No one was saying anything, and it occurred to Conrad that they were all worried they were being listened to. Although he’d had training in espionage at the academy, they hadn’t been his favourite classes, and he had always thought there was something faintly ridiculous about them. Even though he had grown up around Heidi, and had seen first-hand how the clandestine world operated, he’d found it difficult to take seriously, which meant he was probably ill-suited for a career in that area.

      ‘Nice place,’ Frantz said, finally breaking the silence. ‘I particularly like the way they didn’t bow to the pressure of modern trends when they decorated. The creative use of grey is truly inspired.’ He waited for a reaction but got none, and he let out a sigh.

      There was a rattle at the door Ulrich had left through, and a servant entered carrying a tray with a jug and several glasses on it. He laid it all out on a table, then departed without uttering a word. A moment later, a woman in an emerald-green velvet dress walked in.

      ‘Lady dal Bluchen, I’m sorry to keep you waiting,’ the woman said. ‘I am Countess Hette Staufen dal Riffenberg. Welcome to Schloss Riffenberg. I hope my people have made you comfortable.’

      ‘Perfectly,’ Heidi said. ‘Thank you for your hospitality.’

      The countess sat in the remaining empty chair, and smiled genially. Courtly manners were another thing Conrad had received training in. He’d not had much opportunity to put everything he’d learned into practice, but it was a process that had always felt awkward and contrived to him. Particularly when the business you were on was not of a friendly nature. More so when it was reasonable to assume the other party to it was aware of that fact.

      ‘News arrived yesterday of Burkhart’s death,’ the countess said. ‘So sad to think that things have fallen so low in Brixen that a man of Burkhart’s status could be cut down in the street by a… by a thief.’

      ‘It is indeed a tragedy,’ Heidi said. ‘And one for which Her Royal Highness sends her deepest sympathies.’

      ‘Be sure to thank her for her kind sentiments,’ the countess said. ‘I have to admit I’m somewhat at a loss as to why she has felt the need to send an emissary so promptly to convey them, however. With an armed guard.’ She looked over Conrad and the others, her smile firmly fixed to her face.

      ‘We were departing Brixen to this region on another matter, and Her Royal Highness personally asked me to stop here on our way.’

      ‘Of course,’ the countess said.

      ‘She also commanded that we offer our assistance in whatever ways might be of use,’ Heidi said. ‘I know only too well how fraught a time like this can be.’

      ‘Yes,’ the countess said. ‘While I’m grateful for Her Royal Highness’s concerns, and your offer of assistance, I think we shall be able to cope on our own resources.’

      The silence that followed struck Conrad as being the moment intended for them to make their farewells, but Heidi made no such move. She held the countess’s gaze, both of them smiling so warmly Conrad thought it might even be genuine. The silence stretched out for so long that Conrad feared Frantz might think it an opportune moment for one of his less-than-relevant observations.

      ‘I realise you have many pressing matters to deal with,’ Heidi said. ‘But now that we’re here, I feel that some aspects of the other task we were assigned might be addressed while we’re in Riffenberg. I hope you won’t mind if we impose on the hospitality of your beautiful town a few days longer.’

      Conrad did his best to remain impassive, but the tension he felt was overwhelming. Heidi and the countess were circling each other like belek—fearsome predators, although it was all still veiled by the illusion of hospitable civility.

      ‘Ah, now we come to the truth of it,’ the countess said.

      Heidi smiled. ‘You are expecting something more of our presence?’

      ‘Naturally.’

      ‘I’m curious,’ Heidi said. ‘Why might that be? Count Burkhart is a distant relative of Her Royal Highness. It is the merest courtesy that she send formal condolences. Now you make me wonder why you might think there is an ulterior motive. I only mentioned we might be able to complete some of our tasks while we’re in the town.’

      ‘Perhaps I took you wrongly,’ the countess said, recovering from a momentary lapse in her inscrutable countenance.

      ‘Yes,’ Heidi said, with a curious intensity, ‘but I do wonder what made you jump to that conclusion? Do you perhaps fear there was more to your husband’s death than meets the eye? Her Royal Highness would take such a matter very seriously, and as her agent it falls on me to investigate any suspicion with the rigour I know she would demand.’

      The countess hesitated. ‘I… No, I have no reason to believe there is more to his death than has been stated in the official report.’

      ‘And yet here we are, with my concerns piqued,’ Heidi said. ‘I can hardly go back to Her Royal Highness now without being held in dereliction of my duty.’

      ‘What of your other responsibilities?’ the countess said, tension creeping into her voice.

      ‘Mere trifles compared to a question mark over the death of a peer of the realm,’ Heidi said.

      ‘The paranoia of a grieving widow shouldn’t impose on the duties of agents of the Crown,’ the countess said. ‘It’s so easy to be startled by shadows when caught up in such emotional turmoil.’

      ‘Certainly,’ Heidi said. ‘But it would be remiss of us not to make sure those shadows are of no threat to you. Enough has been said. We shall remain until the funeral has been conducted and Count Burkhart’s legitimate heir is invested in the county.’

      ‘You are too kind,’ the countess said, her smile firm and—to Conrad, at least—convincing.

      ‘It’s the least we can do,’ Heidi said.

      Feeling a tingling sensation on his skin that someone was watching him, Conrad looked up at the minstrel’s gallery. A young woman stood at the gallery’s balustrade, dark hair cascading over her shoulders. In the castle’s gloom, it was difficult to get a good sense of her, but Conrad reckoned she was about his age. The count’s daughter, perhaps? Heidi hadn’t mentioned one. Or simply a curious servant? She seemed too well dressed for that. Either way, the moment she realised she had been spotted, she disappeared.

      ‘I’m afraid we’re rather short-staffed at the moment, and the servants are very much occupied in preparing for the funeral and such,’ the countess said.

      Conrad returned his attention to the conversation, but kept the minstrel’s gallery in the corner of his eye.

      ‘It shames me as your hostess,’ the countess said, ‘but I wonder if you might not be more comfortable lodging in the town. You stayed in the Stag’s Head, I believe. I trust you found it comfortable?’

      ‘Indeed we did,’ Heidi said. ‘Too comfortable. We’re used to far hardier accommodation. We won’t be the slightest inconvenience to your servants. Show us to some rooms and we’ll happily look after ourselves. We can take meals in the kitchens with the staff. There’s no need to go to any trouble for us—we’re far too rough a bunch to appreciate it. But worry not. If there’s anything untoward afoot, we’ll get to the bottom of it and stamp it out.’

      ‘I feel as if a weight has been lifted from my shoulders,’ the countess said. She smiled, but even Conrad could see that it was forced. It seemed the mystery only deepened.
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      After the countess left them, it was over an hour before a servant finally came to show them to some chambers on the castle’s second floor. The guest accommodation was no more welcoming than any other part of the castle they’d seen so far. The rooms were cold and draughty, with unmade fireplaces and beds with lumpy mattresses.

      Conrad suspected they’d been shown to the worst rooms in the building, but as Heidi had said, they were all as accustomed to sleeping out in the open as with a roof over their heads. If the countess thought this would be enough to get rid of them, she was sadly mistaken. What Heidi hoped to find while they were there was anyone’s guess, however.

      If the count had gone to Brixen to conduct his dealings with the archdemon, then it seemed to Conrad perfectly reasonable to assume that no one here would know anything about it. But something about the countess’s behaviour made him think twice about that assumption. She was worried by their presence at the castle. Conrad knew there could be any number of reasons for that, but in his mind, chief amongst them was that she knew what her husband had been up to, and was concerned that they did too.

      The question that remained on Conrad’s mind was whether they felt secure enough in their castle to have any secrets lurking about. Whilst this certainly wasn’t Conrad’s area of expertise—and he was dearly regretting not having applied himself more diligently in espionage classes—he was eager to demonstrate his value to the others on their first mission together.

      ‘Perhaps we’d have been better off back at that inn,’ Frantz said, as he surveyed their inhospitable lodgings.

      ‘Don’t want to get too comfortable, eh?’ Conrad said. ‘Best to keep on our toes while we’re here.’

      He slung his saddlebag onto one of the beds, but then noticed the stains on the mattress and thought better of it. He moved his saddlebag to the floor, and determined to dump the mattress in the corner and use his bedroll on the bed’s wooden frame instead. It seemed the countess was really trying to send the message that they were unwelcome. He tried to work out what some of the stains had been caused by, then decided he didn’t want to know.

      ‘What now?’ he said.

      Frantz shrugged. ‘We do what we always do. Wait for Nicolo to tell us. Until then?’ He looked around in disgust. ‘Try not to touch anything.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘What in hells are we supposed to be doing?’ Frantz said.

      He was standing with Conrad, Nicolo, and Qenna in the centre of Riffenberg Castle’s courtyard, the only place they could be certain they were far enough from prying ears to have a proper conversation.

      ‘Whatever Heidi needs of us,’ Nicolo said. ‘Right now, that seems to be muscle to prevent our hosts from trying something untoward. Squeezing information out of people isn’t our area, so until it’s time to draw steel we’re probably going to be held back in reserve.’

      ‘This place gives me the creeps,’ Frantz said.

      ‘Oh, come on,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘He’s right,’ Qenna said. ‘There’s something… not right here. I don’t like it either.’

      Nicolo let out a sigh, and looked about the courtyard at the imposing and unwelcoming towers. ‘So it’s not a pleasure palace. I’m sure we won’t be here long. Heidi never likes to sit too long in one place. As soon as she reckons she’s gotten everything out of the people here, we’ll move on.’

      ‘And until then, we sit around waiting for someone to do us in?’ Frantz said.

      ‘No need to take such a bleak perspective,’ Nicolo said. ‘It’s not the nicest of places, but we’ve no reason to believe that what the former count was up to has anything to do with his family or this castle. It’s simply an avenue we have to investigate. Petr’s helping Heidi try to make a connection with Ulrich, to see if they can find common ground with the religious thing. Might be a quick end to our visit here if our tame priest can get something useful out of him. Until then, keep your eyes peeled, take a look around, and talk to anyone who will talk back. You never know what you might find out. Check in at my room every day at breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and try to stay in pairs. I don’t want to lose track of anyone in here.’

      Conrad gave Qenna a nod. They hadn’t spent much time together since he’d joined them again, and Conrad wanted to get a chance to catch up.

      ‘Why don’t we take a look around?’ Conrad said. ‘See where they’ll let us go before stopping us.’

      ‘We can do that,’ Qenna said.

      They returned to the castle keep, and paused in the main hall.

      ‘If you were hiding something,’ Conrad said. ‘Where would you keep it? Up or down?’

      ‘Down,’ Qenna said. ‘Definitely down.’

      ‘My thoughts exactly,’ Conrad said.

      They headed to the main stairwell that led up to their rooms. There was a smaller spiral staircase next to it that led down. Conrad gestured to it, Qenna nodded, and they started their descent.

      The next floor was as dark and foreboding as the rest of the keep. A single lit torch sat in a wall sconce next to the stairwell’s exit, but beyond that was nothing but darkness.

      ‘This looks like a good place to keep something out of sight,’ Qenna said.

      As Conrad looked into the darkness, he couldn’t help but be reminded of his explorations of the underground passages beneath the palace at Brixen, and the discovery he had made there—the remnants of an ancient structure used by the old imperial mages to carry out their experiments. One of their studies had been demon magic, a fact that the man Heidi had been hunting at the time had discovered and then turned to his own ends.

      Conrad wondered if they might find something similar here, a place where mages had studied the darker aspects of their vocations in the distant past. If the former count had been in league with demons, Conrad wondered, how had he made contact? The last man they had tracked down for dabbling in demon magic—Burgess Werner—had done only that: dabble. Even now, Conrad felt inclined to believe that he had genuinely not known his actions were stirring up the hornets’ nest of demons. He had probably never even seen a demon, let alone conversed or conspired with one. The Count of Riffenberg was different.

      They needed to know how he had come to interact with the demons—thus far, every encounter between humans and demons had been violent. Was it simply that they’d never thought to stop for a chat? That was easier said than done when the creature was trying to feed on you, however.

      Conrad took the torch down from the sconce and held it out to cast the light farther down the passageway. His previous experience in the bowels of an old building had taught him the risks of heading into the unknown darkness with only one source of light. He’d been a child then, so the error had been forgivable, but now? As much as he wanted to know what was down here, the idea of getting lost in the utter darkness gave him pause for thought.

      Qenna reached into his tunic and pulled out a small globe framed in brass. As soon as Qenna tapped it, the globe started to glow. The cool light it produced grew until the torch paled by comparison.

      ‘I don’t trust burning torches,’ Qenna said.

      Conrad nodded and smiled, putting the torch back in its sconce. If nothing else, it would serve as a beacon to guide them back to the stairwell. They walked along the corridor before them, Qenna’s small magelight cocooning them in a bubble of illumination large enough to reveal what was several paces in front of and behind them.

      ‘Looks just like upstairs,’ Conrad said, noting the austere stone walls.

      ‘Perhaps they like this style,’ Qenna said.

      ‘Yeah, I can see the appeal in wanting to live somewhere that looks like a dungeon.’

      ‘The different tastes of different people will never cease to amaze me,’ Qenna said.

      ‘It definitely runs against fashion,’ Conrad said, then he paused. ‘Wait. I think I hear something.’

      They stopped, and Qenna popped his magelight back into his tunic. Conrad felt his heart quicken as they were plunged into darkness, and had to take a settling breath. They both tucked up against the wall, for whatever good that would do in the complete darkness. Conrad did his best to ignore the dizzying void before him.

      Conrad wasn’t sure if it was his eyes playing tricks on him, but he thought he saw a glow at the end of the corridor, which seemed to be a T-junction. It grew brighter.

      ‘I think there’s someone coming,’ Conrad said.

      ‘Shhh,’ Qenna whispered.

      Conrad chastised himself silently. Of course Qenna would have been able to see it too. Footsteps echoed down the corridor. Conrad’s hand drifted to the hilt of his sword. The glow increased until he knew the person was almost at the end of the corridor.

      The countess appeared in her own bubble of light, walking briskly and assertively through the passageway, as if she was so familiar with it that she could have done so without the aid of any light. She was coming their way, and Conrad wondered what they should do. Try to sneak away, or confront her?

      The decision was made for him. Qenna took his magelight back out of his tunic. It illuminated instantly, and Conrad had to shield his eyes from the bright light. The echoing footsteps stopped.

      ‘What are you doing down here?’ the countess said, showing no sign of being startled by their sudden appearance.

      ‘Taking a look around,’ Qenna said. ‘I hope that’s not a problem?’

      It was perfectly polite, but it was clear to Conrad from the tone of his voice that Qenna wasn’t apologising.

      ‘There’s no need for you to come down here,’ she said. ‘It’s simply some old storage rooms, and the dungeon, which happily hasn’t had an occupant in centuries.’

      ‘So you won’t mind if we look around, then?’ Qenna said.

      ‘I… I just said there’s no need for you to be down here,’ she said. ‘Not unless you feel the need to count wine bottles and sacks of flour.’

      ‘No need at all,’ Qenna said. ‘I would like to take a look around, though.’

      ‘Fine,’ the countess said. ‘If you wish to continue intruding on my family’s privacy, go right ahead.’

      Conrad nodded and smiled at the countess as they went past her. Even in the gloom that remained once the light of Qenna’s magelamp had passed, the countess illuminated by only the flame of her torch, Conrad could see the anger on her face as clearly as if she were in full daylight.

      He wondered how he would feel if a group of strangers came into his home and started snooping around, particularly after the death of a loved one. It had been many years since there had been anywhere he’d considered a home, but he couldn’t imagine himself liking it much.

      He pushed the countess and her family from his thoughts. They had a job to do. One of the utmost importance, and he couldn’t allow sentiment to cloud his focus.

      There wasn’t much to see down there. When they came to a doorway—usually an open stone frame—Qenna would shine his light in, glance around it, then look back to Conrad and shake his head. Conrad wasn’t faring any better. He had been seeking out that strange feeling he got when near to demon magic, rather than looking for anything in particular, but he had not even so much as a hair standing on end.

      Conrad kept having flashbacks to the explorations under the palace in Brixen he and his friends had undertaken when they were squires. It seemed a long time ago, yet the memories were fresh. He felt his heart quicken every time he glanced away from the illumination of Qenna’s light, and had to take a few breaths to still it again. The thought of being trapped in the bowels of the crag upon which Riffenberg Castle sat, in perpetual darkness, was not one Conrad could easily dismiss.

      He was allowing himself to dwell on the thought when he felt something. It was faint, like a cool gentle breeze wafting over his exposed skin. It gave him gooseflesh, but it was so subtle he wondered if it was indeed simply a draft.

      ‘Give me a moment,’ Conrad said.

      Qenna turned and regarded him, then gave a nod. ‘What is it?’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ Conrad said. ‘Perhaps nothing. A feeling, but I think it’s one I’ve had before.’

      ‘Demons?

      Conrad shrugged. ‘It might just be a draft.’

      They started scanning the walls with far more care than they had been. Conrad moved around, trying to determine whether the feeling grew any stronger. He concentrated on every physical sensation in his body, thinking back to how it had felt on the previous occasions he’d been close to demon magic. It felt similar, but this was so faint he worried that he was imagining it, that he was simply feeling something he wanted to feel.

      Conrad moved farther down the corridor. The sensitive feeling on his skin subsided.

      ‘It’s going away,’ he said.

      ‘So it was strongest back here?’ Qenna said.

      Conrad nodded. ‘At least that means I didn’t imagine it. It was never that strong though. Never as strong as it has been in the past.’

      He moved back, and ran his hand along the smooth stones of the corridor’s wall as Qenna watched him with a mixture of curiosity and hope on his face. None of them were delighted about staying at the castle. The sooner they could move on, Conrad knew, the happier they’d all be.

      ‘I can feel it again,’ Conrad said. ‘But I don’t see anything here.’

      ‘Nor do I,’ Qenna said. ‘Let’s look around some more, see if there’s another way to get to whatever’s on the other side of that wall.’

      They continued their careful study of the walls, inspecting each room with care now, until they came to a dead end. There was no sign of another door, secret or otherwise, anywhere in the cellars and dungeon. By the time they’d finished checking and double-checking, Conrad reckoned they’d been down there for hours.

      He looked at Qenna and shrugged in apology, feeling as though he’d wasted his time.

      ‘I really thought I felt something down here,’ Conrad said.

      ‘It wasn’t a wasted effort,’ Qenna said. ‘We had to search properly. In any event, what else would we have been doing? If Heidi doesn’t come up with anything else, we can all come down again to double-check. Now, let’s return to the others and see if they’ve discovered anything.’
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      Conrad reported what he had felt to Heidi, but for the time being she felt there was little they could do to follow up on it, other than for Conrad to wander around down in the cellars and dungeons again to see if he could narrow down the sensation to a particular location. They didn’t yet have cause to conduct a more aggressive and thorough search. Conrad wanted to get right back to it, but there were conventions of hospitality that they still had to abide by—at least until they had more proof of malfeasance at Schloss Riffenberg.

      By the time it came to eat that night, there were more people around the castle, which was a relief to Conrad. The extra voices and noises of their activity stripped away much of the deserted, creepy atmosphere that had prevailed for most of the day.

      It seemed that the staff kept to themselves while they had duties around the house, and the castle’s retainers had been out seeing to the management of the estates. Although the castle’s hall was not big, it comfortably fit the twenty or so people who were there in addition to Conrad and his comrades.

      While most of them sat at one long table that ran the length of the room, the countess, her young son, and her brother were seated at the top table. Heidi sat there too, though both she and the countess seemed equally awkward about the arrangement.

      The rest of Conrad’s group were at the long table, lining one side of it and eyeing up the castle’s retainers who were showing varying degrees of curiosity at their guests.

      As usual, Frantz was the first to break the silence, nodding to one of the older men on the other side of the table, a burly fellow with white hair close-cropped at the sides and sticking up to form a flattop. He had a thick white moustache, and the reddened cheeks of a man who was too fond of the bottle. He also wore a grey sash across his chest, marking him out as a Banneret of the Grey, and a man deserving respect at first meeting.

      Conrad’s attention was on the top table. There was no sign of the finely dressed young woman whom he had seen in the minstrel’s gallery earlier that day. Looking at the women sitting at the lower table, it was obvious to Conrad that the young woman he had seen was meant for the top table. There was a distinct contrast in dress between those seated here, and what he had seen the young woman wearing.

      Heidi, on the other hand, was dressed in a style more like Conrad and the others. She looked distinctly out of place, even though he had seen her grace the princess’s top table and perfectly look the part.

      ‘Were you in the Graf of Ahlen’s Heavy Horse?’ Frantz said, pulling Conrad from his search for the young woman and back to their part of the table.

      ‘I was,’ the burly man said. ‘Ten years. Right up until the end. Georg Becker, Banneret of the Grey, at your service.’

      ‘Frantz Carlsdorf, banneret. You won’t remember me, but I was squire to Fritz dal Lebnick,’ Frantz said.

      ‘Dal Lebnick?’ the man said. ‘How is he? Haven’t seen him in… Well, I don’t know how long it’s been. Probably not since Ahlen’s Heavy Horse.’

      ‘He’s dead,’ Frantz said. ‘He fell at Odenburg.’

      ‘Ah,’ the man said. ‘I hadn’t realised. What was left of Ahlen’s Heavy Horse was broken up amongst the other regiments after that day. Dal Lebnick isn’t the only one I lost touch with. Not that there were many left to lose touch with, after Odenburg.’

      ‘It was an ugly day, for sure,’ Frantz said.

      ‘Old Fritz was a good fellow,’ Becker said. ‘I’m sure he did his duty up to the end.’

      ‘I expect he did,’ Frantz said. ‘But I suspect he knew what was coming, because he sent me back to the baggage train.’

      Becker nodded gravely. Conrad realised what a small community it must be when you were a banneret, soldiering for the Crown. He himself knew an entire generation of Ruripathian bannerets from his time at the academy.

      As interesting as it was to find out a little more about Frantz’s background—a subject that rarely seemed to come up—Conrad was still wondering where the woman was. He asked himself if his curiosity stemmed from the fact that he was looking for leads to investigate his sensitivity to demon magic, something he had possessed ever since touching one of the medallions some of the archdemons wore, or because she had been quite attractive. Very attractive. He supposed that answered his question, even if it didn’t negate the fact that she might be able to shed some light on the subject of their investigation.

      A server passed along the table with a large pitcher of water, filling the wooden mugs at each place setting. It surprised Conrad that ale or wine was not provided. He noticed Frantz’s dissatisfaction when he absently lifted his mug, still engrossed in his conversation with the old banneret, and realised it was water rather than something with a little more kick.

      Becker bellowed in laughter, something that could be heard well above the chatter in the rest of the hall.

      ‘The countess keeps a dry dining hall, I’m afraid,’ Becker said. ‘Some of us old soldiers weren’t as well-behaved as we ought to have been after we indulged a little too much, and this is the price we must pay! She lets us go to the taverns in town from time to time, though, so it isn’t all bad news.’

      Conrad caught the eye of the serving boy when he reached for Conrad’s mug.

      ‘There was a young woman here earlier,’ Conrad said. ‘Wearing a fine white dress. I saw her up in the minstrel’s gallery in the countess’s lounge. Who was she?’

      The servant shrugged, looked around at the retainers on the other side of the table, then shook his head. ‘I don’t know who you’re talking about, sir,’ he said, before moving on to fill the next mug.

      ‘You’ve seen her, then?’ Becker said, cradling his mug atop his belly as though it was filled with the finest ale.

      Conrad was confused. What was so strange about this? ‘I did,’ he said. ‘I think.’

      ‘I was here months before I saw her,’ Becker said.

      Conrad frowned. Becker must have come here a decade ago, judging by his conversation with Frantz. But Conrad was certain the woman had been about his own age.

      ‘I was starting to think the lads here were making up stories to give me a fright, but even then I was an old warhorse who needed more than a few ghost stories to set my hair on end.’

      One of the other retainers laughed. Conrad did too, seeing as most of Becker’s hair seemed to stand on end by design. However, it was the word ‘ghost’ that resonated the most with Conrad.

      ‘I’ve heard nigh on a dozen stories about the Lady of Riffenberg Castle by now,’ Becker said, ‘and I’m not sure which of them, if any, is true. She’s rarely seen these days, and I wonder if it’s just a servant seen at the wrong moment by someone with an overactive imagination.’

      Conrad nodded, doing his best to choke down the primal wave of fear that swept over him at the mention of ghosts. He was damned if he was going to show any reaction in front of a group of strangers—men who were most likely just trying to frighten him. His initial reaction was to say he didn’t believe in ghosts, but there had been a time when he would have said he didn’t believe in demons. He wasn’t willing to dismiss a ghost story, no matter how far-fetched it might seem.

      He thought on what the old banneret had said, but didn’t see how an overactive imagination would apply to someone who’d not heard any of the stories before seeing her. Perhaps it was just a servant that he’d seen. He shook his head; he supposed it didn’t matter. Perhaps they were simply trying to have some fun with the youngest banneret at the table. That was as old a pastime of soldiers as telling ghost stories.

      Food started to arrive, moving the conversation along and making it more sporadic, but Conrad could not forget his fleeting glimpse of the woman in the white dress.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Conrad, I’ve a job that needs doing,’ Heidi said. ‘Why don’t you come along and watch?’

      There wasn’t anything else going on—the castle was not that big, and they’d looked it over thoroughly at that point. They had reached a dead end, and it felt like the order to pack up for departure was close to coming.

      Conrad nodded, glad to have something to do. It was unusual for Heidi to invite him along on a job with her. Or anyone, for that matter. Unless she thought she’d need some extra muscle, she seemed to very much be the definition of the lone wolf. Even the Intelligenciers usually travelled in packs, unless they were doing clandestine work more suited to an individual agent. Or so Conrad had heard.

      ‘What’s the job?’ he said as they started to walk through the castle.

      ‘We’re going to have a chat with the countess’s brother, the future Brother,’ she said, smiling at her play on words, and at Ulrich’s ambitions of taking his religious vows for one of the various monastic orders—Conrad couldn’t recall which one he’d said.

      ‘Where are we meeting him?’ Conrad said.

      ‘Ah, that’s the thing,’ Heidi said. ‘We have to find him first.’

      That confused Conrad. In the castle, all they had to do was have one of the servants deliver a message, and let them do the hard work.

      ‘I want our conversation to be at a time of my choosing,’ Heidi said. ‘When I’m prepared for it, but he isn’t. Even that small thing is enough to put someone on the back foot when you’re looking for cracks.’

      ‘He seems like a decent type,’ Conrad said. ‘I can’t imagine someone being willing to commit their life to a religious order unless they’ve a strong desire to do some good.’

      ‘I can’t imagine anyone doing it at all,’ Heidi said. ‘And I’m not entirely sold on there being a demon worshipper and a devotee of Divine Prosperity residing in the same household.’

      ‘Do you really think he was involved?’ Conrad said.

      ‘I don’t think anything at the moment,’ Heidi said. ‘I want to know. An unexpected chat with him will help me get there.’

      They walked through the common areas of the castle on the ground and first floors, finally coming upon Ulrich sitting in the small library adjacent to the countess’s private lounge.

      Conrad couldn’t make out what he was reading, but he put the book down and smiled amiably when he and Heidi walked in.

      ‘Ah, Intelligencier, and… I’m sorry, I don’t recall your name?’

      ‘Conrad,’ he said. He forgot to say ‘banneret’ first, and silently chastised himself. He needed to get in the habit, otherwise he’d end up looking like an overgrown squire the rest of his life.

      ‘My apologies,’ Ulrich said. ‘Is there something I can do for you?’

      ‘Not especially,’ Heidi said. She started to walk along the bookshelves lining the walls, running her eyes across the variously coloured book spines neatly shelved there.

      ‘It’s quite an impressive collection,’ Heidi said.

      ‘Yes,’ Ulrich said. ‘The Staufens have long prized scholarship. I’m fortunate to have access to it. I don’t think there is a better collection of volumes between here and Brixen.’

      ‘I don’t doubt it,’ Heidi said. ‘I’m sure all the study will be useful when you join the Order of Divine Prosperity.’

      ‘Their regard for learning is certainly one of the things that attracted me to them,’ Ulrich said.

      Conrad watched him, but did his best not to be too obvious. He was fascinated by what Heidi was trying to pry out of him, and how she was going about it. Right now, she seemed more interested in the books than in Ulrich.

      ‘Where did your passion for learning come from?’ Heidi said, her eyes still on the countless volumes on the shelves.

      Ulrich leaned back in his seat and looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘It’s hard to say, really. I’ve enjoyed books ever since I was a lad. I had the opportunity to travel for a few years, which was a wonderful experience.’

      ‘Really?’ Heidi said. ‘I’ve always wanted to travel more. My job rarely lets me out of the city though, so this is quite an expedition for me!’ She smiled disarmingly and pulled a book from the shelf, before starting to leaf through it. ‘When did you travel?

      ‘Oh, when I wasn’t much more than a lad. Some business associates of my father were trading over longer distances, and he arranged for me to go with them. For three full years we travelled up and down both sides of the Middle Sea, and beyond. There is so much of the world out there. So much to learn and experience.’

      ‘Such as?’ Heidi said.

      ‘Well, all sorts,’ Ulrich said. ‘Food, art, architecture, literature, fashion. The list is endless, really.’

      ‘I’m sure you learned a great many new and interesting things,’ Heidi said.

      ‘I did,’ Ulrich said. ‘I certainly did. I think that experience of other cultures really confirmed that a life of learning was what I wanted. That meant the university, for which I was far too old by the time I got back—or one of the Orders, for which I wasn’t.’

      ‘I’ve often wondered,’ Heidi said, ‘what might tempt a man born to wealth to swap his life for one far more…’

      ‘Humble?’ he said.

      Heidi smiled and looked at him directly for the first time. ‘Yes, humble. That’s the word I was looking for.’

      ‘Well, the first thing is that I certainly wasn’t born to wealth. I’m a commoner. As was my sister before she married the count.’

      Were he not doing his best to remain inscrutable, Conrad would have raised an eyebrow. For someone of the count’s standing and proximity to the throne to marry a commoner was almost unthinkable. Such families placed dynasty-building above all else, and marrying a commoner did nothing to further that aim.

      ‘My family were comfortable, but not enough for me to be able to afford to go to the university when I was younger, and certainly not to the academy. Hette’s marriage to the count was a huge step up for us. That’s why I live here at the castle, rather than on estates of my own. I simply don’t have any.’

      ‘Ah,’ Heidi said. ‘Your father was a member of the merchant class?’

      ‘After a fashion,’ Ulrich said. ‘He was a goldsmith.’

      ‘A fine trade,’ Heidi said.

      ‘Indeed,’ Ulrich said. ‘He spent his life creating objects of great beauty.’

      Conrad could hear a slight change in the tone of Ulrich’s voice. Was it that he was feeling on the verge of being insulted due to the discovery of his more modest upbringing, or simply that he was nonplussed by the course of Heidi’s questioning? Conrad had no answer for that, and wondered if Heidi did.

      ‘And then your sister and the count married shortly after your return from your travels?’ Heidi said.

      ‘Yes, a year or so later,’ Ulrich said.

      ‘And you came to live here then? It must feel somewhat restrictive after all of your travels.’

      Ulrich smiled, but even Conrad could see it was forced. ‘So many questions,’ he said. He took a breath. ‘Yes. It is somewhat restrictive, but it’s not without its advantages. Burkhart offered me a position as his secretary. It’s hard to turn down a senior role with such a prestigious family.’

      ‘But you were preparing to leave, before the count’s untimely death?’ Heidi said.

      Ulrich’s face twitched with irritation. ‘I was,’ Ulrich said. ‘It was time for me to follow what I truly want to do. I only fear that now is the worst possible time to leave my sister. Now, I would very much like to get back to my reading, if you don’t mind.’

      ‘It is a tragedy,’ Heidi said. ‘Well, we won’t disturb your studies any longer. Thank you for speaking with us. Good day.’
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      They walked away from the library in silence. Conrad didn’t know what to make of the conversation. He knew he had questions, but he couldn’t quite work out what they were. He knew everyone at the castle was under suspicion of being connected to Count Burkhart’s dealings with the demons, but he couldn’t see how any of the information Ulrich had provided got them any closer to making that determination.

      ‘Let’s take a turn around the castle walls,’ Heidi said after a few paces. ‘After that stuffy library I could do with a little fresh air.’

      They continued without speaking, Heidi leading them to a side door of the main keep that opened out onto the walls. They were greeted by a spectacular view of the town below, and the river that snaked its way across the countryside from the mountains in the east.

      There was plenty of the fresh air Heidi was looking for. They were hit by a blast of it, chilled and direct from the Telastrian mountains. As austere and unwelcoming a place as the castle was, this view made up for it. The lush green countryside rolled away as far as the eye could see, interrupted only by forest.

      It was only after appreciating the vista that Conrad realised Heidi hadn’t paid it the slightest attention. She looked around, walked along the wall a way, and waited for Conrad to join her.

      ‘What did you make of that?’ she said.

      He realised now that she was making sure they were away from prying ears, but as for the rest, he felt utterly clueless.

      ‘I’m afraid I haven’t got the first idea,’ he said. ‘Seemed like fairly idle chit-chat to me.’

      Heidi smiled and chuckled. ‘It helps if you have a little context,’ Heidi said. ‘The marriage between the count and countess caused a bit of a stir a number of years ago, but that was before your time. No one could work out quite why the heir to one of the oldest, most prestigious, and most powerful houses in Ruripathia had married so far beneath himself.’

      ‘A love match?’ Conrad said.

      Heidi laughed again. ‘Perhaps, but I’m not a great believer in things like that when it comes to noble houses. All the more so with the cadet houses of Staufen. Now, what have we learned?’

      Conrad shrugged. ‘That Ulrich is a man of modest background who has a passion for travel and learning.’

      ‘Generalities,’ Heidi said. ‘Specifically, what did we learn?’

      Conrad thought through what he had heard. ‘That the count and countess were married shortly after Ulrich returned from travelling around the world.’

      ‘Yes,’ Heidi said. ‘Now, connect that to what we already know.’

      ‘That the marriage was unusual?’ Conrad said.

      ‘Keep going,’ Heidi said.

      ‘And that… we’re dealing with magic that can be used to influence people.’

      ‘Precisely.’

      ‘You think,’ Conrad said, ‘that Ulrich discovered demon magic on his travels, then used it when he got home to get his sister a very advantageous marriage. That’s it, isn’t it! What are we going to do now?’

      ‘Nothing,’ Heidi said matter-of-factly. ‘The pieces might fit, but we don’t have any proof yet. We have a better idea of where we’re going now, though, and I suspect Brother Ulrich is going to be the one we want when all the stones have been overturned.’
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        * * *

      

      Conrad woke in darkness and struggled to work out where he was and what time it was, and to fight down the heart-racing sense of panic that greeted him. It was that way for him on most awakenings. Fire and demons were never far from his thoughts, no matter how busy he was, or how distant those events seemed to be.

      Once he remembered he was at the castle in Riffenberg, and worked out that it was still sometime in the middle of the night, he set his powers of investigation to discovering what it was that had woken him.

      There was movement in the darkness, and the creak of the door. Conrad could just make out Frantz’s empty bed.

      ‘What is it?’ Conrad said.

      ‘Need to take a leak,’ Frantz said. ‘Pot’s full.’

      Conrad sighed. ‘Try to keep it down next time.’

      ‘Sorry.’ The door creaked shut.

      Conrad lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling, or where the ceiling would be if he had been able to see it in the darkness. The sudden nature of his waking had left him edgy, and he knew it would be a struggle to get back to sleep. He started to take long, slow breaths, and forced himself to relax each of his limbs. He knew from experience that if he focussed on the breaths, thinking of nothing else, there was a chance of getting back to sleep. And hopefully he’d not be woken again when Frantz returned with the empty chamberpot.

      As was often the case, his mind started to wander. He was too energised to focus on something as mundane as slow breathing, and before he knew it, he was thinking about the sensation he’d had in the cellars. What had caused it? He knew enough by now to be sure that the feeling was brought on by proximity to demon magic.

      What troubled him was that the feeling had been very faint. That suggested he hadn’t been close to the source. He didn’t know what the range of this additional sense was, but he knew it wasn’t far—a few dozen paces at most. He suspected there were substances that could dampen the magic that caused the sensation, solid rock amongst them. Even though the feeling had been faint, if the wall was thick and of solid stone—as it clearly was—then whatever was causing it might have been only a few paces away.

      He lay there, his mind going everywhere but where he wanted. Conrad gradually resigned himself to the fact that he might not get back to sleep that night, when it occurred to him that Frantz had been gone for a long time. Far longer than was needed to empty a chamberpot and relieve himself.

      There had been some discussion about keeping watches through the night, but Heidi had deemed it unnecessary. The Intelligenciers knew where they all were, and if something happened to them, it would go far worse for the countess than things already might. As such, Heidi didn’t think there was any immediate danger. All the countess could hope for right now was to quell their concerns and get them out of her castle as quickly as possible.

      Short of falling down the stairs in the darkness, Conrad couldn’t think what might have delayed Frantz’s return, but that was concern enough to investigate. He pulled on his clothes and left the room.

      There was one torch flickering sombrely in a wall sconce, casting some light into the corridor. From its feeble flame, Conrad doubted it would last until morning. He looked both ways, but there was no sign of Frantz. Conrad made for the staircase, and descended to the lower level. There was more light here, but the life that had filled the castle at dinner the previous evening was absent once again, and the eerie atmosphere had returned in force.

      Conrad stopped and listened. There wasn’t much to hear other than the blood flowing through his ears and the sound of his breathing. Then he felt a tingling on his skin.

      It was late. He was tired. It was cold. It could have been so many things, but in his gut he knew which of them it was.

      It was impossible to tell where whatever was causing his gooseflesh was, but it was somewhere nearby. He studied his surrounds for anything that might explain what he was feeling—sight, sound, smell. He took a half step, his foot rasping on the rough flagstone floor. He froze again, listening intently. His heart was racing, and he started to regret not having brought his sword with him.

      Heidi had said they were perfectly safe at the castle, that if anything happened to them while they were there it would bring the entire royal army down on the place, the last thing the countess wanted. But Conrad no longer had confidence in her words.

      He wondered where he would go if he had a chamberpot to empty, and slowly started in that direction as quietly as he could. He recalled seeing a midden chute in the courtyard wall, where the castle’s soil could be disposed of into a ditch below—hopefully well away from the town, and the noses of the castle’s inhabitants.

      Every shadow seemed to move, and his heart jumped into his throat each time he turned a corner. He passed through the hall and out into the vestibule. There was a flash of movement, so fleeting that he could not make sense of what he had seen. A blur of white? Was his mind playing tricks on him in the darkness? It sent his already overburdened heart to a crescendo. His skin tingled like he was being pelted with hail. He spun around, but there was nothing.

      He stepped out into the centre of the vestibule, feeling painfully exposed now that he was away from the shelter of the door arch set in the thick walls. It was darker here, the torches having gone out at some point during the night.

      There was a shape standing to the side of the vestibule. Conrad dropped into a crouch, cursing himself for not having brought even his dagger with him. He let out a sigh when he realised it was Frantz. He stood in place, swaying gently on his feet. The chamberpot was gripped in his hands, as if it were the most valuable thing in the world.

      ‘Frantz, you scared the daylights out of me,’ Conrad said. ‘What in hells are you doing there?’

      Frantz didn’t answer. He didn’t even look at Conrad.

      ‘Frantz?’ Conrad said. ‘Are you all right?’

      Still no answer.

      Conrad approached him slowly. ‘Frantz?’

      He reached out gently, and touched Frantz on the shoulder. Frantz jumped, startled, and let out a gasp. The chamberpot fell from his hands, smashing on the flagstones. Conrad was thankful that Frantz had already emptied it.

      ‘Frantz, what’s going on?’

      ‘I, uh, I…’ Frantz said. He seemed completely bewildered, and was still staring at nothing, not engaging with Conrad at all.

      ‘I think you need to sit down a moment,’ Conrad said, helping to lower his friend down to the cold floor, and doing his best to make sure he didn’t dump Frantz down on any sharp chamberpot shards.

      ‘Can you tell me what happened?’ Conrad said, completely unable to make sense of what was going on. Frantz seemed far too young and healthy to have been struck down by apoplexy. He must be in his late thirties by now, and he’d certainly not lived an easy life. Perhaps there was an old arrowhead lodged in his skull somewhere, pressing on his brain? Conrad had to remind himself of the seriousness of the situation when he was struck by the mirthful notion that an arrow in the brain would have explained a lot. Conrad checked Frantz over for any obvious wounds or injuries, but there was nothing.

      He resisted the urge to call out for help. He didn’t want to wake the whole castle if Frantz had merely been sleepwalking. It would make the lot of them look like fools, and Conrad had a fair idea of how Heidi would react to that. He doubted Frantz would thank him for it, either.

      ‘She…’ Frantz said in a strained whisper.

      ‘What?’ Conrad said, leaning forward so his ear was next to Frantz’s mouth.

      ‘She,’ Frantz said again, the strain telling on him. ‘She went that way.’

      ‘Who?’ Conrad said. ‘Who went that way?’

      ‘The woman. The woman in white.’

      Conrad’s eyes widened.

      ‘What did she do to you?’

      ‘Fine,’ Frantz said. ‘Will be. In a minute.’

      As Conrad pulled back, he could see that Frantz was looking at him now, and seemed to be coming back to his senses.

      ‘You’re sure you’re all right?’ Conrad said.

      Frantz nodded. ‘I don’t know what she did to me, but it’s fading fast. Don’t let her get away. She’s up to something.’

      He pointed, and Conrad nodded, then got to his feet and set off. He realised the sensation on his skin had subsided to almost nothing when he was with Frantz, but as he moved down the corridor he was sure he could feel it rally again.
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      This was a part of the castle Conrad had not yet been in, but it looked much the same as everywhere else he’d been so far. It really was the dullest and most miserable place a member of the aristocracy could live, all the more so when he knew that the Riffenbergs were a fabulously wealthy family. It was well within their reach to build a palatial home in a more picturesque setting. He couldn’t understand why they hadn’t taken that option years ago. Instead of running through gilded, carpeted corridors lined with paintings, Conrad was in a blind chase through dark stone corridors—without a weapon—after a woman who was quite possibly a ghost. As ridiculous as it all seemed, the cold touch of fear was as present on his skin as the sensation caused by demon magic.

      He had not gone far before he reached a dead end. He studied the wall, wondering if he had missed a doorway or a turn in his haste. He also started to wonder if he should have instead gone to wake up Nicolo, Heidi, and Qenna.

      Well, he was here now, so he reckoned he might as well make as thorough a job of it as he could. Conrad concentrated on the sensation. It was stronger now than it had been with Frantz, there was no doubt of that. It was getting weaker, however.

      Between the darkness and the uniform solidity of the walls, Conrad could see nothing. It was as though whoever had come through here before him had simply passed through the wall. Perhaps she is a ghost, Conrad thought.

      His search was as much by feel as it was by sight. He stopped abruptly and his breath quickened when his hand brushed against something. He backtracked, fumbling around to find the spot again. It was a strip of cloth. It was caught on a jagged edge of a stone block. He pulled at it, but it was stuck fast.

      Conrad got down on his hands and knees for a closer look. The light was so meagre he could barely see the cloth, even though it was right before his nose. He squinted, and was gradually able to make out the details. His mind raced ahead of itself to its conclusion when he saw its colour.

      White.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You’re sure you’re feeling all right?’ Nicolo said.

      ‘I’ve told you a dozen times,’ Frantz said. ‘I’m absolutely fine. Nothing wrong with me at all. Nothing happened to me. Not really.’

      Although Conrad and Frantz were both sitting on their beds, Nicolo, Heidi, Qenna, and Petr were standing in the centre of the room, arms crossed, with the same stern, concerned expressions on their faces.

      After having decided the piece of cloth must have been placed in the mortar when the stones of the corridor were set in place, so solidly was it trapped, Conrad had returned to Frantz and helped him back to their room. That done, he had called on the others. That chain of events had brought them to their small late-night—or early-morning; Conrad was still not sure what time it was—conference.

      ‘Tell us again exactly what happened,’ Qenna said.

      Frantz sighed. ‘I was coming back in from emptying the pot and taking a pi—apologies, Lady dal Bluchen—from spending a penny. When I came back into the vestibule, there was a woman standing there, dressed in white. Just like the one Conrad said he saw when we first got here. She looked like she was in a bother, so I asked her if anything was the matter. She looked up at me, and the next thing I know I’m sitting on the ground in the middle of a smashed chamberpot, with Conrad mooning over me like I was a sick babe. That’s all I remember. The lot. You can all ask me again if you like, and I’ll tell you just the same.’

      ‘The tales of the djinn have stories like this,’ Qenna said. ‘Of their ability to intoxicate a man with a glance.’

      ‘It’s called glamouring, or enrapturing,’ Petr said.

      Conrad did his best not to cast him a filthy look.

      ‘It’s said they can show a person the thing they most want to see, and make them believe it’s real,’ Petr continued. ‘The experts at the Hermitage believed it was to allow the draugar to feed on their prey without otherwise harming them.’

      ‘I’ve heard reports of something like this,’ Heidi said, ‘but nothing confirmed. How can we be sure this woman in white didn’t do something to Frantz?’

      Petr shrugged. ‘We can’t. The fact that he’s alive and seemingly well is a good sign, though. Don’t you think?’

      ‘Well, that’s a lot of use,’ Conrad said. ‘So glad we have your expertise with us.’

      Nicolo cast Conrad a sharp glance, but didn’t say anything.

      ‘We’ll just have to keep a careful eye on you for a little while,’ Heidi said. ‘Try to take it as easy as you can for the next few days.’

      Frantz nodded. It seemed he didn’t have the energy for his usual smart mouth. ‘Whatever she is, I suspect the lad scared her away before she could do much harm. I’m a little tired, but that’s all.’

      ‘You say you lost the trail in a corridor with a dead end, Conrad?’ Heidi said.

      Conrad nodded, and described the piece of cloth.

      ‘Let’s get down there with some proper light,’ she said. ‘I’d like to take a look before the castle wakes up.’

      Conrad felt a vastly greater degree of comfort as they returned to the corridor off the vestibule, with both Heidi’s and Qenna’s magelamps lighting the way, his sword strapped to his waist, and similarly armed comrades at his side.

      With proper lighting, and knowing the way, it didn’t take long to get back to the obstacle that had stopped Conrad. The scrap of cloth that had taken him quite a bit of inspection to discover was as clear as day now, dangling from the corner of the dead end, seemingly stuck in the mortar.

      Qenna walked up to the wall and began studying the joins, and Conrad took the opportunity to give the corridor a good look-over. He noticed several door arches that had been bricked up a long time ago, features that had escaped his notice in the dark.

      ‘Well,’ Heidi said, a broad smile on her face, ‘they say the old tricks are the best ones. Sadly not the case once the Intelligenciers have worked them out.’

      She stepped forward and tapped her knuckle against several of the bricks in one area of the wall, until one sounded out hollow. She pressed on it, and the whole section of wall opened like a door.

      ‘Not nearly so sophisticated as the one you found under the palace in Brixen,’ she said to Conrad, ‘but it’ll serve to stop most. Shall we?’

      Conrad consoled himself with the fact that it had been dark when he was last here, and it had been far harder to get any sense of the place. With the way ahead open, Conrad could see a long passageway with a steep downward incline.

      ‘This looks interesting,’ Heidi said. ‘I wonder what they’ve been keeping hidden down here. The best Ostian vintages, perhaps?’

      ‘That would be a nice surprise,’ Frantz said.

      ‘Which means it’s very unlikely to be true,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘You’re starting to sound like Henni in your old age,’ Frantz said.

      ‘I can’t think of a better compliment,’ Nicolo said.

      Frantz humphed. ‘Must have said it wrong, then.’

      Conrad smiled—not at Frantz dredging up the memory of their fallen comrade, but at the fact that his smart-mouthing meant he was definitely feeling better.

      Heidi didn’t wait for any agreement before she started off down the passageway. They all followed her without hesitation. The first few metres of wall were brick, but after that they were hewn from rock, the old tool markings still visible in places. A little farther on from that, it started to look to Conrad more like a natural formation within the escarpment that the castle was built upon.

      The passage itself widened as they went, allowing them to walk three abreast with room to spare. Conrad tried to get a sense of whether anyone had passed this way recently, but the ground was hard rock and there was no way of telling. They’d just have to keep on their toes, and be ready for whatever they might find.

      They continued to descend into the escarpment as the passage gently curved to their left, and Conrad started to feel the all too familiar sensation across his skin. He wondered if they were below the ground level of the land surrounding the escarpment. It was strangely disorientating being down there, with no way to get your bearings.

      Heidi held up her hand, and they all halted. She turned slightly and drew her sword, a clear signal for the rest of them to do likewise. Since coming in contact with a medallion many years before, she had experienced similar sensations to Conrad when in proximity to demons or their magic. Whatever it was they were looking for down here, it seemed they had found it.

      She held up three fingers, and pointed to the right. Nicolo nodded to Frantz and Conrad, and the three of them moved to the right of the passageway, while Qenna and Petr fell in behind Heidi on the left side.

      Conrad noticed that Petr had taken to wearing a weapon, a five-flanged mace that appeared to be made from ordinary steel rather than the Telastrian variety, which was to be favoured when fighting a demon. Favourable when fighting anything, Conrad amended, despite its rarity and prohibitive expense. Considering that the only way to kill a demon with ordinary steel was to cut its head off, Conrad didn’t know what Petr hoped to accomplish with the mace.

      The bigger question was whether or not Petr even knew how to use it. Conrad supposed he’d had plenty of opportunity for practise since hanging up his priestly robes to ride with Nicolo and the others—but he decided it was still not a good idea to rely on him in this regard.

      They moved forward and to the side until the passageway opened up into a cavern. Conrad could see a number of torches in wall sconces, although they were all extinguished. There was a table covered in fresh-looking cloth—it obviously had not been sitting mouldering for decades—several trunks and chests, and a number of chairs. So the chamber was in use.

      Whoever used this room had done nothing else to the cavern itself. It looked rough and primordial, and Conrad wondered if that was what they wanted from the place.

      ‘That looks familiar,’ Heidi said, pointing.

      Conrad followed the line of her finger to a spiral motif carved into the rock face. It was the only place the natural state of the walls had been interfered with, and even from a distance Conrad could see that a considerable amount of care and skill had gone into it.

      At this point in his life, Conrad couldn’t see a spiral of any shape or form without associating it with demons and their magic. It was no different now, but it was satisfying to see it here nonetheless. The symbol linked this place to the business the Count of Riffenberg had been about in Brixen when Conrad had killed him. There could be no arguing against that now. Whatever this cavern was used for, demon magic played a part in it.

      ‘Let’s take a look around,’ Heidi said. ‘Be careful, and don’t touch anything.’

      They moved around the cavern. With magic present, there was no way for them to know if something might be intended to harm intruders. Even the Intelligenciers hadn’t managed to come up with a reliable method of avoiding those sorts of mishaps. It didn’t make for a particularly attractive occupational hazard, but at least Conrad knew he would feel the sensation on his skin more strongly when he was close to active magic.

      ‘Looks like some sort of demon magic temple,’ Frantz said. ‘I have to admit, it’s much like how I imagined one would be. Perhaps not as many skulls, but pretty close.’

      ‘Nothing says “demon” quite like skulls,’ Heidi said.

      ‘I imagine you Intelligencier types are quite fond of them too,’ Frantz said. ‘You certainly collect more than your fair share of heads.’

      ‘We do,’ Heidi said. ‘And I eagerly await the day I have reason to add yours to my pile. Now, let’s focus on the job at hand, shall we?

      ‘Conrad and I have a sense for this type of thing,’ she continued. ‘If you spot anything interesting, have one of us check it over first. I don’t want to have to carry any bodies back up that passageway.’

      ‘You might not have to,’ Qenna said. ‘There’s another way out over here.’

      Conrad looked over. There was an opening in the cavern which was almost hidden by the jagged nature of the walls.

      ‘Petr, keep a watch on both openings,’ Heidi said. ‘We don’t want any surprise visitors.’

      ‘I’d have thought we were the surprise visitors,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Not anymore,’ Heidi said. ‘This is Intelligencier property now. As is the entire castle, unless the countess has a very compelling way to demonstrate her innocence.’

      There was a cold edge to her voice that would have made Conrad shiver if he hadn’t already been doing so. The power the Intelligenciers wielded and the utter devastation they could bring to your life was frightening.

      He didn’t dwell on the thought for long, however. It felt like an army of icy ants was crawling all over his body, which meant there was something of magical potency very close to him. He looked around as he tried to move toward where the feeling was stronger—which was difficult to determine at this point, as his senses were so overwhelmed by it. Then he spotted what looked to be a large stone box concealed in one of the cavern’s nooks.

      ‘There’s something over here,’ Conrad said. ‘I can feel some pretty powerful demon magic coming from it.’

      ‘How powerful?’ Heidi said. ‘I’m not close enough to feel it.’

      ‘Like when an archdemon is nearby,’ Conrad said.

      ‘All right,’ Heidi said. ‘This might get interesting.’

      As far as Conrad knew, none of them had yet slain an archdemon. They’d encountered them on several occasions, and he was confident the Intelligenciers had had plenty of dealings with them that he didn’t know about. They all assumed there was an archdemon in the stone box—which did look very like a sarcophagus. That didn’t stop him from hoping there would be something far less dangerous, yet still interesting contained within.

      They surrounded the box—the sarcophagus—with swords drawn. Their trepidation was palpable.

      ‘I can feel it too,’ Heidi said, moving next to Conrad. ‘It’s strong. Very strong.’

      ‘These fellas usually run off and let their minions do the fighting for them,’ Frantz said. ‘If that’s an archdemon in there, I don’t want to be stuck down here when its minions appear.’

      ‘I agree,’ Nicolo said. ‘This is not a good place to have to fight off a horde of base demons.’

      ‘There’s no reason to think there are any more here,’ Heidi said. ‘Base demons aren’t exactly subtle creatures, and I’ve not heard reports of any in the area.’

      ‘Even still,’ Nicolo said, ‘that doesn’t mean there aren’t any. Maybe having an archdemon or lieutenant in the area keeps them under control?’

      Heidi paused. ‘Maybe. Fine, let’s look around a little more. If there’s no sign of any more demons, then we open the sarcophagus and see what’s inside. It’s the only thing in here that’s hitting Conrad’s and my sense for demon magic that hard, so one way or the other we’re going to have to find out what’s inside.’
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      They searched every nook and cranny in the cavern, while Frantz and Qenna followed the second passageway up and outside. Qenna reported back to say it led to the open air at the far side of the escarpment, in a secluded spot that would have been impossible to see if you were not looking for it.

      All reasonable checks undertaken, they gathered at the sarcophagus once more, which Conrad had been keeping a watchful eye on.

      ‘Looks heavy,’ Frantz said, gesturing to the undecorated capstone that sat on top.

      The weight of the capstone had been the farthest thing from Conrad’s mind up until that moment, but the added complication of removing it while still being able to defend themselves added to the list of reasons this task was one Conrad would far rather have avoided.

      ‘If Qenna and Frantz slide it off the top,’ Nicolo said, ‘the rest of us can be at the ready for anything that comes out.’

      ‘Wait,’ Frantz said. ‘Petr’s the only one here who isn’t a trained fighter. He should be sliding the lid off.’

      In unison, they all cast Frantz an incredulous look, Petr included. He may have had many attributes that were unknown to Conrad, but judging by his slight frame, strength definitely wasn’t one of them.

      Frantz shrugged. ‘All right then, me and Qenna. You lot better be ready to deal with whatever comes out.’

      ‘We will be,’ Heidi said.

      Qenna and Frantz sheathed their swords, and they all positioned themselves.

      ‘Ready when you are,’ Qenna said.

      Heidi gave him a nod.

      Qenna and Frantz strained against the capstone, which at first refused to budge. Conrad wondered how long it had been sealed—wondered what it was doing here at all. Might it be a source of power for magical rituals? His imagination started to run away with possibilities just as Frantz and Qenna got the capstone moving.

      It slid across the top of the sarcophagus with a low rumbling noise that was testimony to how heavy it was. Frantz and Qenna strained and gasped as they kept the momentum going.

      ‘That’s far enough,’ Heidi said, when they had the capstone almost halfway along. ‘Let’s take a look inside.’

      They were already alongside the sarcophagus, so Qenna and Frantz were the first to get a look.

      ‘Well, I’ll be,’ Frantz said as he peered in. ‘Now there’s a face I’ve seen before.’

      Conrad came up alongside him. The icy ants marching across every inch of his skin doubled their efforts, and Conrad had to concentrate to ignore the sensation.

      He looked in. It was the woman he had seen on the minstrel’s gallery. The woman in white. The Ghost of Riffenberg.

      Her dark hair neatly framed her face, which was pale and looked like fine porcelain. Her body was laid out as though in repose. She looked peaceful. Beautiful. But very dead. She didn’t look like a demon, though. Too human.

      ‘How long do you think she’s been in there?’ Petr said.

      ‘A few hours at best,’ Frantz said, irony dripping from his voice, ‘since she was busy scrambling my noggin not all that long ago.’

      ‘It’s creepy,’ Nicolo said. ‘I don’t know what to make of it.’ He turned to Heidi. ‘What now?’

      Heidi looked as nonplussed as the rest of them. ‘Check her ears and teeth,’ Heidi said. ‘I’m thinking she’s a demon.’

      ‘I’m not putting my hand in there,’ Frantz said. ‘Do it yourself. Anyway, why’s she like this? We’ve never seen them do this before.’

      ‘We’ve only really ever seen them be active at night,’ Nicolo said. ‘Maybe this is what they always do during the day.’

      Qenna nodded. ‘The sun was up when we got to the exit of the other passageway. It is daytime now.’

      ‘It’s dark down here, though,’ Frantz said. ‘Except for our lights. It might as well be night-time permanently down here. And we’ve seen them move about in daylight hours when the sun was obscured.’

      Heidi looked to Petr. He shrugged.

      ‘As always,’ Heidi said, ‘there are more questions than answers. We’re used to that by now. Let’s confirm she’s a demon. If she is, we destroy her, then round up the folk upstairs and subject them to a little robust questioning.’

      Heidi walked forward to the sarcophagus and looked down on the body within.

      ‘She doesn’t look like any demon I’ve ever seen,’ Heidi said.

      Nicolo nodded in agreement. ‘She doesn’t look wild, like a freshly made one, and they always seem to lose their hair within a couple of weeks of turning. From her face, I’d say this is as "arch" as an archdemon can get.’

      ‘Unless it’s a wig,’ Frantz said.

      ‘You want to try pulling it off?’ Heidi said.

      Frantz shook his head.

      ‘Didn’t think so,’ Heidi said. She took a deep breath, sheathed her sword, and drew her dagger. Slowly, she reached into the sarcophagus with the dagger, and prodded the body gently on the chest.

      There was no reaction.

      Heidi waited a moment. Conrad realised he was holding his breath. He let it out as quietly as he could then drew in another lungful, knowing he was probably going to be holding this one for a while too. She moved the neckline of the body’s dress to the side, revealing a gold medallion—one Conrad was all too familiar with. A spiral design with a red, eye-shaped jewel at its centre.

      Heidi looked around at the others, raised an eyebrow, then sheathed her dagger.

      Nicolo scratched at his moustache. ‘Looks like it’s an archde—’

      The cavern filled with a piercing shriek. Conrad flinched at the sound, then jumped at the sight of a white blur shooting out of the half-open sarcophagus. Heidi was knocked clear, landing on her back with a thud.

      It took Conrad an instant to make sense of what had happened. He spun around on his heel, the tip of his sword tracking around in line with his eyes. He couldn’t see anything.

      The others were also looking around themselves in startlement, while Heidi scrambled to her feet, getting her sword out again.

      ‘What in hells?’ she said.

      ‘She’s gone,’ Frantz said. ‘The box is empty.’

      ‘Piss and vinegar,’ Heidi said, now on her feet and scanning the cavern. ‘Did anyone see where she went?’

      No one said anything. It had all happened so fast, none of them had the chance to do anything but flinch.

      ‘Not me,’ Qenna said.

      The rest of them mumbled similarly. Nobody liked to admit they’d been caught off guard.

      ‘All right. It’s daylight outside,’ Heidi said, ‘so it isn’t going to go far. We need to find it, and finish it.’

      They spread out around the cavern. It wasn’t the largest of spaces, but it was big enough, with plenty of nooks for something to be hiding in there.

      Conrad approached one such nook, his sword out before him. He knew that his Telastrian steel blade wouldn’t have nearly the same devastating effect now as it had in the past, but no one knew for sure what the effect on an archdemon would be. Would it do anything? At that moment, he struggled to find confidence in Petr’s theory—that the laws of nature were immutable, and Telastrian steel would always be a weapon against magic.

      Qenna let out a shout. Conrad turned to see him flying through the air. He had been approaching a hidden spot on the far side of the cavern. He landed with a heavy thud close to where Conrad stood. The woman in white was standing where Qenna had been only a moment before.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Conrad said.

      Qenna let out a grunt, and started to get to his feet. That was good enough for Conrad, who started toward the demon.

      She hissed at him, showing horrific teeth. Considering how little they really knew about these creatures, he wasn’t all that surprised that they were being presented with something new.

      He approached with caution, aware of the others—Petr excepted—moving in also, gradually trapping the creature in this corner. Conrad could well remember his father’s opinion on cornering an animal when they were out hunting, and he wondered if their enveloping approach was sensible, but how else were they to do it?

      ‘Careful, now,’ Nicolo said, as they all inched closer.

      The creature flicked her dark, smouldering eyes at each of them in turn. At first, Conrad thought she was trying to work out which of them was going to attack her, but as she sprang, he realised she had been choosing her target.

      Him.

      Conrad only had enough time to raise his arms to shield himself. The creature clawed at him, and he stumbled backwards, trying to give himself space to retake the initiative.

      She drew in a deep breath through her nose, smelling him. Conrad tried to wrestle her off, but she felt heavier than she looked—far heavier. Not to mention stronger.

      ‘When I’m finished with your friends,’ she hissed, ‘I will take your blood for my king.’

      Frantz charged in from the side, but the demon released Conrad with mesmerising speed and moved out of the path of Frantz’s sword, then backhanded him as his charge led him past her. His forward motion was instantly halted as the demon’s arm struck him, sending Frantz flying backward into the wall, where he crumpled to a heap on the ground.

      Conrad didn’t waste the opportunity Frantz had given him. He brought his sword to bear, and thrust at the demon. It was all technique, a technique built around the concept of a similarly-armed opponent fighting by the same set of limitations. As well-executed a thrust as it was, the demon was not where Conrad’s sword was at the intended moment of strike, hammering home the harsh lesson that all his training counted for little when fighting these creatures. Her movement was so fast, it was impossible to track. One moment she was in front of him, and the next she was somewhere else. Each time the creature moved, he had to start over in working out where she was.

      As he turned to find her, Conrad cut an arc through the air with his sword. He moved as quickly as he could, spinning on his heel. It was the type of move that would have gotten him sliced in two by any half-decent swordsman, but this was not a swordsman and Conrad didn’t need to be told twice that the usual rules didn’t apply here.

      His blade connected with a white mass—his spin was too fast and his vision too scrambled to make out anything more. He felt his blade bite, and he drew it hard across the body. The demon hissed in rage as Conrad’s vision came back into focus, just in time to see her bare a vicious-looking set of fangs.

      She backed away a step, her dress rent open at the midsection. There was no blood, but Conrad knew he had hurt her. This was a blow that would have ended a human. He waited for her to drop, but it barely slowed her.

      Heidi came screeching past like a banshee, but the demon had recovered from Conrad’s opportunistic hit. Heidi’s blade passed through thin air, forcing her to check her momentum in an effort to hold her balance. The demon ignored her, and came at Conrad again, batting his sword to the side as she pounced. He fleetingly wondered what he had done to deserve this attention. Was she not going to wait until she’d finished off the others after all?

      He could feel the demon’s breath cold on his face, scented with must and decay. Her hands clamped on him like vices, cold and unbreakable. Nicolo charged into them, head down and leading with his shoulder. All three of them went sprawling across the ground—but, vitally, the creature had released her grip on Conrad.

      He rolled to his feet in time to see Nicolo still grappling with the demon on the ground.

      ‘Roll away!’ Conrad shouted.

      Nicolo did his best to disengage from the demon, but she gripped him tight. He managed to make more than enough space for Conrad, however.

      Conrad reversed his grip on his sword, and drove it down into the demon’s chest. She hissed, and arched her back in agony. Released from her clutches, Nicolo scrambled away.

      Smoke started to rise from the wound, and Conrad pinned the creature to the ground, pressing all his weight on his sword to hold her in place.

      ‘My lord will feed from you and possess your power,’ she said. ‘You only delay what is inevitable.’

      The sibilant hiss of her voice took Conrad back to his family’s farmhouse, all those miles and years away, and the night he’d heard a similar voice taunting him.

      ‘Your lord will die on this blade just like you are about to,’ Conrad said. It wasn’t the best taunt he’d ever come up with, but it didn’t matter. The only thing to hear it wasn’t going to be telling anyone.

      The demon grimaced, and lurched, knocking Conrad off balance, and taking his weight off the sword. The creature started to rise, and Conrad struggled to pull his blade free.

      Heidi appeared behind the demon. There was a swish in the air, and the grotesque, twisted face that had seemed, only a few moments before, so serene in its death state was gone. The head toppled from the body and thudded on the ground, rolling a little way before coming to a halt.

      Conrad looked up at Heidi, who had one hand on her hip, her sword resting on her shoulder.

      ‘That seems to have done the trick,’ she said.

      Conrad nodded and forced a smile, allowing himself to slump to the ground and catch his breath.
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      After picking themselves up and dusting themselves off, Conrad was relieved to discover that other than some bumps and grazes, there were no serious injuries. Frantz’s noggin had taken its second hard shock of the day, but as Nicolo pointed out there wasn’t a whole lot in there to be damaged anyway.

      Between the demon’s head and body, Conrad spotted something glittery, reminding him that this creature had indeed been an archdemon—the first they’d managed to kill. Their first notable victory in this war.

      Using the tip of his sword to catch the fine gold chain, he lifted it, raising the attached gold medallion. He let it spin on its chain until he could see the face—a spiral with an eye-shaped red gemstone at its centre.

      ‘Her medallion,’ Conrad said.

      Heidi shifted her gaze from the disembodied head to the object dangling from Conrad’s sword.

      ‘She was an old one, then,’ Heidi said.

      ‘If she had one of Fanrac’s medallions,’ Petr said, ‘she’s probably one of the oldest. One of his officers from when they all still lived.’

      ‘Glad you’ve finally been able to make a contribution,’ Conrad said, trying to catch his breath. ‘Up until now you’ve been about as much use as a one-legged man at an arse-kicking contest.’

      Petr blushed, but didn’t say anything.

      ‘I’m still curious about the hair,’ Nicolo said, changing the subject. He walked over, took a handful of the demon’s hair, and gently pulled on it. The head rolled with it, the hair seeming firmly attached.

      ‘Well, that is something new,’ Heidi said. ‘And it’s going to make them that much harder to spot.’

      Conrad nodded. ‘When I first saw her, it didn’t occur to me that she might be a demon.’

      ‘Life rarely makes things less complicated,’ Nicolo said. ‘At least we know about it now.’

      ‘It’s the first female archdemon we’ve encountered,’ Heidi said. ‘Perhaps that has something to do with it.’ She returned her gaze to the head, and stared at it thoughtfully for a moment.

      ‘There are still unanswered questions we need to deal with,’ she said, ‘but I think we have a way to take care of that now. Petr, go up to the castle and tell a servant to have the countess and her brother attend on us in her lounge immediately. We’ll be up in a moment.’

      She took a leather purse from her belt and held it open toward Conrad. ‘Drop that foul thing in here. It can join the others we’ve gathered up where they can’t contribute to any more mischief.’

      Conrad let the medallion slide into the purse and sheathed his sword. Heidi tied the purse to her belt, then bent down and picked up the head by the hair.

      ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Let’s go have a chat with the countess.’
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      As they made their way back up the passageway, Heidi held the head out to Conrad. He didn’t want to touch it, but he could tell from the expression on Heidi’s face that she wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

      With great reluctance, and regret that he wasn’t wearing his gloves, he took the head by the hair, which felt remarkably silky—an odd thing to take notice of, he thought. At least it wasn’t dripping blood, or anything else that would make a mess.

      ‘Keep it behind your back when we go into the room with the countess and her brother,’ she said. ‘When I give you the nod, I want you to plant it on the table in front of them.’

      Conrad nodded. ‘You want to see how they react.’

      Heidi smiled and nodded. ‘I think it’s safe to assume at this point that our theory holds water, and that the count wasn’t the only one from this castle involved with demons. We need to find out who they are for certain, and then everything they know.’

      Conrad nodded, doing his best not to wonder too much exactly how the Intelligenciers would go about finding all that information out.

      The countess and her brother were seated in the lounge when they all arrived. Conrad did his best to keep the head concealed behind his back, while endeavouring to ensure it didn’t come in contact with any part of his body.

      ‘What’s this all about?’ the countess said. ‘I don’t appreciate being ordered out of my bedchamber in my own home.’

      ‘I can’t say I’m too happy about this either,’ Ulrich said, ‘although I’m sure you have good reason. I’d like to know what that is, however.’

      Heidi gave Conrad the nod.

      He strode to the centre of the room and planted the head on a low table in front of the countess and her brother, with perhaps a little more force than was needed. It made what Conrad considered an excessively loud thud in the otherwise dead silence.

      Conrad stepped back, keeping careful watch on the two faces opposite him. He wondered what it was that Heidi was watching for. The countess’s eyes widened, and her jaw dropped. Her face twisted with revulsion. It had been flushed with anger, but it paled quickly, and she took on the look of someone about to faint. It looked genuine to Conrad. That or she was a better actor than most of the cast at the Royal Theatre in Brixen.

      By the time Conrad cast his glance to Ulrich, the countess’s brother had a similarly startled expression fixed to his face, but he did not seem nearly so moved by it. His reaction seemed more managed. Whether that was because he had better control over his emotions or because his reaction was manufactured, Conrad could not say.

      Ulrich looked to his sister and placed a consoling hand on her back.

      ‘This is outrageous,’ he said, his voice low and bristling with anger. ‘How dare you bring this hideous thing in here! I can’t even begin to imagine where you found it.’

      ‘Oh,’ Heidi said, ‘I actually think you can.’

      ‘What do you mean by that?’ Ulrich said, the anger in his voice substantially changing it from its usually tranquil tone.

      ‘Is it the Brothers of Divine Prosperity you’re planning on joining, or the Brothers of Fanrac?’ Heidi said.

      ‘Brothers of what?’ Ulrich said. ‘This is ridiculous.’

      Conrad noticed that the countess’s indignation had not returned, and that she was watching her brother now, not Heidi.

      ‘I suspect you picked up more than a passion for learning and helping your fellow man when you went on your youthful world travels,’ Heidi said. She turned her gaze back to the countess. ‘Please don’t mistake my accusations against your brother as meaning I no longer have any suspicions with regard to you. After all, your husband was in this up to his eyeballs as well.’

      ‘This is all merely circumstantial,’ she said.

      ‘For now, perhaps,’ Heidi said. ‘But it’s more than enough for me to bring in a team of Intelligenciers to tear this place apart. We’ll find something. We always do. With your secret little demon chamber below, I suspect that task will be easier than most.’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ the countess said. Her voice sounded less resolute than it had a moment before. Conrad continued to marvel at the effect the threat of Intelligenciers had.

      ‘The longer you obstruct me, the harder this will go for you,’ Heidi said.

      ‘What will that mean for us?’ the countess said.

      ‘A bill of attainder will be signed for your family,’ Heidi said. ‘You’ll be stripped of your lands and titles. Best case, you and your brother will be imprisoned for the rest of your lives. I’ll not lie to you, though: It’ll most likely be the headsman’s block for both of you.’

      There was no more colour to drain out of the countess’s face, but Conrad reckoned if there had been, it would have gone now.

      ‘What of my son?’ the countess said.

      ‘A home for foundlings, most likely,’ Heidi said, her voice devoid of any sympathy. ‘That’s where the children of traitors usually end up. You can forget about him ever holding any titles. They’ll go to one of the old count’s cousins.’

      The countess looked broken by the idea of her child’s ruination. She returned her gaze to the demon’s head, her face a picture of disgust.

      ‘I had nothing to do with it,’ said.

      Heidi snorted a contemptuous laugh. ‘You’ve no idea how many times I’ve heard that.’

      The countess turned to her brother. ‘I can’t fathom why Burkhart agreed to let you bring that… that thing into the castle.’

      ‘Shut your mouth, Hette,’ Ulrich said. ‘Say nothing.’

      ‘We already have so much,’ the countess said. ‘What more did we need? There’s more money than we can ever spend, and more land than I’ll likely ever even see.’

      ‘Hette! Be. Quiet,’ Ulrich said.

      ‘Let her continue,’ Heidi said. ‘Interrupt her again and you won’t like what happens.’

      ‘I don’t care what happens to me, but I’ll tell you everything I know if you guarantee my son will keep his lands and titles. He had no knowledge or involvement in any of this. I don’t know much, as I wasn’t involved either, but I do know a little and I’ll tell you all of it. I was hoping to get it cleaned up and hidden away before the likes of you arrived. I was still hopeful that I might find the chamber and burn it clean even after you arrived.’

      Conrad nodded to himself. That explained what she’d been doing wandering around in the cellars when he and Qenna had gone exploring. She hadn’t been born to this castle, so she might not have known about the cavern.

      ‘That’s an interesting story,’ Heidi said. ‘We have skilled men and women at the Tower in Brixen who’ll be able to confirm it. Either way, you’re in no position to make deals.’

      ‘There’s nothing to find, as there’s nothing going on,’ Ulrich said.

      ‘Apart, of course, from the demon magic chamber with a demon living in it,’ Heidi retorted. ‘Not to mention the fact that the former count was intercepted while dealing with another demon in Brixen. You can deny and protest as much as you like,’ she continued. ‘At this point it makes no difference. We already have enough to end both of you.’

      ‘I’m the Countess of Riffenberg,’ she said. ‘You cannot treat me like this.’

      ‘Oh, no,’ Heidi said. ‘You were the Countess of Riffenberg. You don’t even exist anymore. Not really. Not in any way that matters.’

      Conrad felt a chill run over his skin, this time of a very different nature. There had been no trial, by combat or otherwise, yet everything the countess had, and all that she had been, was being taken from her. Even her very existence. What if she was telling the truth?

      ‘Please, Ulrich,’ the countess said. ‘He’s only a boy. An innocent boy! Your stupid scheme will rob him of everything.’

      Ulrich sat back in his chair, his lips firmly pressed together.

      ‘Ulrich, please!’ The countess’s voice came out in a wail. ‘You’ve ruined it for us, but he still has a chance. None of this is any of his doing. You’d condemn your own nephew? The only heir of our family? For what? All is lost. If you can’t see that now, you’re a bigger fool than I’d taken you for.’

      Eventually Ulrich looked up at Heidi. ‘Can you guarantee the boy will keep what’s rightfully his?’

      ‘I can make a recommendation,’ Heidi said. ‘What I recommend usually comes to pass.’

      ‘Your word on it,’ Ulrich said.

      Heidi thought for a moment, then nodded. ‘You have my word. I’ll recommend the young count retains his titles, and becomes a ward of Her Royal Highness until he reaches majority.’

      ‘That’s good enough for me,’ the countess said eagerly.

      ‘Don’t be a fool,’ Ulrich said. ‘Intelligenciers aren’t to be trusted. They’ll tell you whatever they think you want to hear to get what they want.’

      ‘And demons are to be trusted?’ Heidi said. ‘Let me simplify your options. The first is, you are both stripped of everything you own, everything you are, and are interrogated before execution. Your son, Countess, goes to a home for foundlings, which he will be turned out of at the age of fourteen or fifteen, at which point he’ll have to fend for himself. Your second option is to cooperate fully. Tell us everything we want to know, and help us in every way you possibly can. I will recommend that your son is made a royal ward, and that when he comes of majority, he keeps his lands and titles. Your culpability will be determined and your punishment will be proportional. If what you claim is true, you may not even spend the rest of your life in prison. Ulrich, I think the best you can hope for is knowing your family was not utterly destroyed by your actions. That’s the one good act that remains open to you. Your nephew’s life. His future.’

      ‘Ulrich,’ the countess said, between gritted teeth.

      Ulrich let out a sigh. ‘We were tracking someone down for them. Someone important.’

      ‘Did you find them?’ Heidi said.

      ‘After a fashion. We tracked the individual down to a town, but no better than that. Investigating further was our next step. A town called Hiiiii…’

      Ulrich’s voice wavered.

      Conrad saw blood trickle from his nose.

      ‘Ah, piss and vinegar,’ Heidi said. ‘Not again!’

      Ulrich toppled over in his chair, his eyes staring lifelessly at the ceiling.

      ‘Ulrich?’ the countess said. ‘Ulrich?’ She let out a cry.

      Heidi walked over to him, but without any urgency. They all knew what this was. They’d seen it before. She knelt beside him and checked him.

      ‘Dead as that demon,’ she said, letting out a hiss of exasperation.

      ‘Did he tell you enough?’ the countess said, her voice frantic. She knelt on the floor beside Heidi and grasped at her. ‘Did he tell you enough? What about my son? I didn’t even know about what he told you. I only knew he and my husband were dabbling in magic somewhere underneath the castle. Nothing more. Distasteful and perhaps scandalous for an aristocrat, but you have to believe me—I didn’t think it was any worse than that. Magic isn’t even illegal anymore!’

      Heidi held up her hand sharply. ‘Enough.’

      She stood, completely ignoring the countess, who was still on her knees, sobbing. It was a pathetic sight, and Conrad’s heart filled with pity. All he could think of was his own mother and her last words to him, telling him to run as she prepared to face down a demon with nothing but an iron fire spit in her hands. He felt a lump in his throat, and had to turn around for a moment lest anyone notice him.

      ‘It sounds like they’re looking for a blood bearer,’ Heidi said in a hushed voice.

      ‘Equally, it might not be,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Who else would they be looking for?’ Heidi said. ‘You might be right, but in the absence of any other information, we have to assume it’s a blood bearer.’

      ‘Conrad?’ Nicolo said.

      Heidi thought for a moment, then shook her head. ‘It doesn’t sound like it. Ulrich said "town", not city. So not Brixen. Not where Conrad was. Our experts said that being surrounded by so many people might mask Conrad’s presence, and considering nothing came near him over the past eight years, I’m inclined to think that was correct.’

      ‘It makes sense,’ Petr said. ‘All living things possess the Fount, the energy that’s appealing to a demon. Cities are great concentrations of it as a result. It might have been enough to conceal his unique signature in all that noise.’

      ‘Yet another reason you and your chum didn’t need to kill me,’ Conrad said.

      ‘Conrad,’ Nicolo said, his voice far deeper and more resonant than normal. ‘Now is not the time.’

      ‘It would also explain why they were able to track this person down to a town, but no more specific than that,’ Qenna said.

      ‘It would, but that doesn’t make our task any easier,’ Heidi said. ‘There are a lot of towns in Ruripathia. It’s all well and good knowing what they’re up to, but the where is vital here. It sounded like it starts with “Hi”, but that doesn’t narrow it down much more. There are plenty of those too.’

      ‘There might be a way,’ Petr said. ‘Now that the blood bearer’s location has been discovered by the enemy, the situation has changed. There are ways to contact the watchers.’

      ‘Why in hells didn’t you tell us this before?’ Heidi said, her voice dripping with anger.

      Because he’s an untrustworthy snake, Conrad thought, but after Nicolo’s chastisement he kept it to himself.

      ‘Because it wasn’t necessary,’ Petr said. ‘I swore an oath—the most sacred oath I’ll ever swear in my life. So long as the other blood bearers are kept hidden, there’ll be no risk of an unfortunate episode like there was with Conrad. The fewer people who know our secrets, the better. Including all of you. Now that has changed.’

      ‘Fine,’ Heidi said. ‘I’m not going to go into the details on how the Crown could have assisted in protecting this individual—or individuals; as I recall, there are two of them in addition to Conrad. But you’re going to tell me how we can find them.’

      Petr nodded. ‘Fine.’ He opened his mouth to continue, but Heidi cut him off.

      ‘Not here, you dolt,’ she said, nodding sharply at the countess. ‘A little later will do just fine.’

      ‘What about him?’ Frantz nodded at Ulrich’s corpse. ‘We’ve seen that a few times now. I’d quite like to know what’s going on.’

      ‘You’re not the only one,’ Qenna said.

      ‘Smarter people than me have been working on that question ever since Burgess Manfred dropped off his horse,’ Heidi said, ‘and we still don’t have a certain answer. We think it relates to the medallions. At first, we wondered if it was connected to having been in contact with one, having touched one.’

      Conrad felt his blood run cold. He had touched one, many years ago, on the night the demons attacked his home.

      ‘But I’ve touched one,’ Heidi continued, ‘and I’m still walking around, so we don’t think that’s it. We still think it’s a connection with the medallions, but it’s more than simply that. You have to actually possess it, or desire to possess it. Perhaps contact and desire are required; perhaps interaction with demon magic as well. I’ve never actually wanted one—I’ve only ever taken one with a view to handing it over for study or destruction. That’s the theory we’re working with. But to be on the safe side, we need to keep as much mental and physical distance from this stuff as we can.’

      ‘So is someone—or something—intentionally killing the people,’ Nicolo asked, ‘or is it simply the demon magic causing their death when they do something specific?’

      Heidi shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine, but we suspect there’s someone pulling the strings.’

      ‘Fanrac,’ Petr said.

      Heidi nodded. ‘It could very well be. Or it could just as easily be someone else entirely. Someone who knows more about demon magic than we do. We can’t count anything out yet.’

      Heidi looked back around at the countess, who stared at the ground, completely broken. ‘I’ll send for the county sheriff to take her into custody until my people can come and collect her. Otherwise, we’re done here. Pack your things and be ready to leave.’

      ‘Perhaps some breakfast first?’ Frantz said. ‘It’s been a pretty busy morning.’

      Heidi shrugged. ‘Fine. After breakfast.’
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      ‘Conrad, I need to speak with you,’ Nicolo said.

      Conrad was setting his freshly packed saddlebags against the stable wall in the courtyard of Riffenberg Castle, ready to be loaded once he tacked up his horse.

      ‘Of course,’ Conrad said. ‘What is it?’

      Nicolo chewed his lip a moment. Conrad could see on his face that it was an attempt to still his anger rather than a sign of hesitation.

      ‘It’s this business with Petr,’ Nicolo said. ‘It’s not doing anyone any good.’

      ‘He and his chum didn’t exactly seek to do me any good,’ Conrad said.

      ‘He’s apologised for that, and explained himself,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Great,’ Conrad said. ‘If Qenna and Frantz had arrived a few seconds later, he’d have been making condolences instead.’

      ‘It was a long time ago,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘When someone tries to kill you,’ Conrad said, ‘it’s kinda hard to forget. And what about the way he’s been lying to us all?’

      ‘I think he had good reason for that,’ Nicolo said. ‘And now that we need it, he’s revealing it. I need to make myself very clear: I’m not asking you to change your attitude. I’m telling you to. If you can’t work with him in a civil way, then you riding with us isn’t such a good idea after all.’

      The abruptness of Nicolo’s tone hit Conrad like a hammer. Nicolo had never spoken to him like this before. Conrad didn’t like it, but he liked his alternative even less.

      ‘I’ll work with him,’ Conrad said. ‘But that doesn’t mean I have to like him.’

      ‘That’ll do for now,’ Nicolo said, ‘but it would help if you tried.’

      ‘And what happens if he decides his old master was right after all? What if he tries to stick a knife in me while my back is turned?’

      ‘There’s no reason for him to do that,’ Nicolo said. ‘Not now or at any time in the future. You’re the most secure of all the blood bearers now.’

      ‘What else might he be keeping from us?’ Conrad said.

      ‘I trust a man who keeps his oaths, even if it inconveniences me, better than one who doesn’t,’ Nicolo said. ‘All right, I won’t ask you to try liking him. All I’ll ask you is to cut out the bad attitude. I’ve disliked men I’ve worked with, and made it work. That’s what I’m asking of you. You can hate him all you want, just keep it to yourself. But always remember one thing: He’s one of us now. You fight for him like you do for me or Frantz or Qenna. Is that clear?’

      Conrad looked around the courtyard, trying to avoid looking Nicolo in the eye. He chewed his lip as he considered the request. It was difficult for him to say no to Nicolo, not to mention that he couldn’t ignore the guilt he felt at the suggestion he’d been letting the others down with his behaviour. Nicolo’s request was perfectly reasonable. It made sense no matter how Conrad thought about it. He’d seen attitudes like his tear teams apart during academy exercises over his years there, and doom them to failure. The stakes were so much higher here. He didn’t want to be the one to cause them to fail. Conrad felt like a fool. He nodded.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’ll do my best.’

      ‘Good. I have no doubt your best will be more than enough.’ Nicolo gave him a nod. and returned to the castle.

      Conrad got back to the task of readying his horse for departure. He chastised himself for his behaviour, but he couldn’t dismiss the twist in his gut he felt when he thought about how someone he hated had so ingratiated himself with people he loved. It seemed it was just something he was going to have to live with.

      Perhaps Petr was being honest, Conrad thought, when he said he’d been part of a panicked mistake, that he’d followed his master’s orders despite any misgivings he might have had. Conrad realised he’d have jumped into a fire if Nicolo told him to. When he framed it like that, the idea of living with Petr and being civil about it felt easier to bear. It just left him feeling like a childish idiot, a sensation Conrad did not enjoy.

      A few minutes later, there was a loud clatter of hoofs as several men rode into the courtyard. A man with a self-important air rode at the head of the group, a heavy grey fur cloak draped over his shoulders. Conrad knew it on sight—a belek cloak, the trophy of a man who had slain one of the fearsome beasts.

      Conrad had been on a belek hunt once himself, invited along by a friend at the academy. He’d not even seen a belek—the enormous, catlike creatures with huge fangs, frightening intelligence, and other qualities that most agreed were magical in nature—that weekend, although one of the hunting groups had managed to corner one. A minor noble who’d had a smile permanently fixed to his face at the post-hunt banquet had managed to get the kill, but not before the beast had slain two huntsmen on the spot and mortally wounded another nobleman. It had felt awkward celebrating a hunt while one of its participants lay dying in the same house.

      Having spent his childhood in a region where belek were not the subject of a lethally dangerous sport, but rather a real threat every winter when it was cold enough for them to venture down from the High Places, Conrad had not been at all disappointed to miss out on encountering one of the creatures. Nonetheless, there was something compelling about those cloaks, made from the pelt of the belek the wearer had slain and fastened with the two large fangs that protruded down and out of the beast’s mouth. As much as he held an instinctive fear of the creatures, and as much as he thought hunting them for sport was an act of wanton foolishness, he would have loved to have earned a cloak like that and the respect it instantly attracted.

      The cloaked rider looked around, his eyes fixing on Conrad.

      ‘I am Banneret Jorg, Sheriff of Riffenberg. I was sent for.’

      Conrad stepped away from his horse, allowing the man to see the sword at his waist—an indication that he was no mere stable boy, but a banneret, and a man also worthy of respect. He nodded. ‘You’ll find Intelligencier Heidi dal Bluchen in the castle. She’ll explain everything.’

      The man gave Conrad a respectful nod, and looked around the courtyard.

      ‘I don’t suppose you know where we might find a stable hand to take care of the horses?’

      ‘Afraid not,’ Conrad said. ‘With the events of the past few hours, a lot of the staff have fled the castle. They all suspected something was up. Now they know, and I expect most of them are more afraid of what will happen when the rest of the Intelligenciers arrive. They must have been terrified already by what was going on here before; this was just the straw that broke the donkey’s back.’

      ‘What was going on here before?’ the sheriff said.

      Conrad smiled. ‘I’ll let Intelligencier dal Bluchen fill you in on that.’

      He watched the sheriff and his men organise themselves for a moment before getting back to his horse.

      Conrad knew he was spending far more time on this task than was necessary. His horse had been well-fed, watered, and groomed by the castle’s stable hands, and it only took Conrad a couple of minutes to get the animal tacked, loaded, and ready to ride. But he was doing it because it was one of those tasks that occupied his mind enough to block out anything else, but not so much as to cause him additional stress.

      In the rush of everything that had happened over the past few days and his chastisement by Nicolo, he hadn’t had the opportunity to dwell on things much. The last eight years had allowed him live a largely normal life, or as normal as one training to become a banneret could have. He’d never been able to forget about the demons, but for a time they had drifted away to the background. An unpleasant memory, but not something that was impacting his life anymore. His encounter with the demon in the warehouse had hammered something home to him, however: He would never be free of these creatures.

      Hiding from them may have worked for centuries, but the creatures were back out in the world now, along with all sorts of other magics, and despite hopes to the contrary over the past number of years it didn’t look like they were going to go away. If hiding was no longer a reliable way to live normally, safely, then the only options were running or confronting them.

      Conrad wasn’t going to run away. He had always known he would have to face this. He had grown comfortable with the life he’d been leading, but it made him angry to think it wasn’t his choice to continue with it or not. His hand had been forced, and all the chatter and excitement with his friends about what they would do next at this crossroads of their lives had been for naught. Conrad had no choice. He had to see this through.
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        * * *

      

      Manfred sat on his horse a short distance from the crossroads, the sun setting behind him. There was a kaleidoscope of butterflies beating in his gut. His mouth was dry, and he had to keep licking his lips to stop them from cracking. He had no idea who he was here to meet, but considering the nature of the request, he’d found it impossible to refuse.

      Over the course of the previous day, the medallion Manfred wore had grown hot. Not so hot that it was uncomfortable to wear, but enough to notice that it wasn’t simply his body’s heat warming it. Then, that evening, a note had arrived at his lodging in Rurhaven.

      He had chosen the small Ruripathian town for both practical and nostalgic reasons. Rurhaven was the port founded by his father, the southernmost one in Ruripathia and thus the one that was cut off by the winter sea ice for the shortest length of time. That masterwork had been responsible for much of his family’s former wealth—for two to three months of the year, if you wanted to ship cargo overseas to or from Ruripathia, it had to pass through Rurhaven, and his family had taken a percentage of every single shipment.

      As well as the family tie, it was also where Manfred had departed Ruripathia when his father’s rivals had brought about his downfall—accusations of treason against a man who had spent much of his life serving the crown as loyally as he could. Every hour spent serving the Crown had been time taken away from his incredibly lucrative business ventures—a great sacrifice for a self-made man. Yet his father had done it without complaint.

      There was something to take away from that, Manfred thought. No good deed goes unpunished, and only a fool gives when it isn’t directly in his own best interest. His father had been perfectly entitled to earn for himself while devoting so much of his work to the Crown. Manfred was determined to be guided by that principle in his dealings with this mystery person.

      Leaving aside the romance of returning to the very same town his father had fled from, Rurhaven offered a practical argument in its favour. It was still a town of his father’s creation. Every business, every job, and every home there existed because of him. Though he was long dead, the citizens of Rurhaven owed Manfred’s father everything, and they still spoke his name with fondness despite the destruction the vicious liars in Brixen had done to his reputation. It was a place where Manfred knew he was safe, a base where he could set about clearing his father’s name and re-establishing his family’s fortunes.

      That had started with moving some of his newly created wealth out of Ostia, to pump into a variety of business ventures in Ruripathia, and more importantly, to the lawyers who would start repairing his family’s reputation. It sickened him that it all had to be done through proxy companies and lawyers, but his plans were progressing quickly with the money he had invested and he would not need to hide much longer. He would also be able to bring his family back to Ruripathia and lift them from the sewer of a city that was Ostenheim. It was a prospect so satisfying he could forgo almost anything when he dwelled on it, even nourishment. Each day brought him a step closer to achieving it.

      Once that was done, he could turn his attention to the men and women who had destroyed his father. It had taken some work to find out who they were, but if you spread enough coin around, you could find out almost anything. To think that his father had been denounced by a child—a fellow squire—made Manfred sick. All the more so since he himself had known the vicious little savage.

      Then the note had arrived, much to his surprise and displeasure. Not only was it a distraction, but it meant he hadn’t been nearly careful enough. He had done everything he could think of to remain hidden. Everything. False name; business fronts and lawyers to conduct his affairs. He had been gone so long that no one recognised him. Only a precious few knew him, and none of them knew his true identity.

      The note had thrown all of this into turmoil. Someone knew who he was. They knew where he was. And they knew that the medallion he wore—something he was certain no one even knew he had—was getting hot. They said it would continue getting hotter until it was unbearable to wear unless he met with them. Were they causing it?

      That was the stick. There was a carrot also. The note had promised a proposal that would offer Manfred a great deal; something that would see his plans reach fruition sooner than he could have hoped. It had not said what, but it was enough for Manfred to take the chance. The fact that this individual knew what his plans were was a source of some discomfort. He suspected one of his lawyers was behind this. Unless their offer was to his liking, they’d taste his steel and not see another dawn.

      As worrying and frustrating as all of this was for one trying to keep his identity and presence a secret, the invitation was equally intriguing. If the sender was responsible for heating the medallion, they must have great skill in demon magic. Manfred had an idea of what that power could do. If there was more of it, he wanted it.

      He felt a slight chill in the air as the sun dipped below the horizon behind him to the west. The meeting time was after sunset, a requirement for which Manfred had no explanation other than that it added to the mystery of it all. It was odd that his contact wanted to meet him at night in what was essentially the middle of nowhere, but he knew there was probably little immediate danger for him in this meeting. There were plenty of easier ways to do him harm if someone so chose. He had few men directly working for him in Rurhaven, and no security worth mentioning. If someone knew where he was—his apartment was behind one of his father’s old dock-front warehouses—that was as easy a place to get him as any.

      Manfred hadn’t been precisely sure of what time sunset would be on this day, nor how long it would take him to get to this crossroads—one on a rarely travelled rural road that led in the direction of his family’s old properties around the village of Berndorf. That had meant setting off earlier and sitting here at the crossroads, waiting, but Manfred had decided that if this individual was able to influence the medallion he wore, then it was worth going along with whatever they requested.

      The road was not as good as the one his father had laid between Berndorf and his new port of Rurhaven, and the only thing in its favour was that their meeting was unlikely to be disturbed—another reason the meeting in darkness seemed redundant, other than to cause Manfred additional worry.

      The writer of the note had not identified themselves, stating only that “the master of the medallion” wished to speak with him. Manfred knew well that the medallion was related to demon magic, the type that had been dabbled in heavily around the time of the end of the empire, when the bannerets could no longer stomach the dark practices of their mage masters.

      Demon magic was one school of many when it came to the magical arts, and Manfred had long suspected that the old stories were little more than the victors writing the history, so as to lend their power grab greater legitimacy. In the time he had been using the medallion to achieve his aims, Manfred had seen nothing as sinister about it as the old stories said—large-scale human sacrifice, among other things. He had seen little different to any of the other schools of magic that were being practised all around the Middle Sea now that magic had been decriminalised and was finally starting to emerge from the shadows.

      He had come to the opinion that it wasn’t magic which was the danger, but the wielder of it. So long as he stayed true to his purpose—that of righting the great injustice that had been done to his family—he knew he could not go far wrong.
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      Manfred’s mood plummeted as darkness drew in around him. As concerned as he had been when he was there alone in the dusk, the disappearance of the last vestige of light pushed him nearly to the point of turning his horse and galloping back for Rurhaven as fast as he could go.

      It was a clear night, so he took some solace in the fact that once the moon had cleared the mountains in the east, he would be able to see passably well. Nonetheless, there was something decidedly creepy about the place, and he didn’t want to be there.

      He wondered how long he was going to have to wait.

      It wasn’t long. He heard a sound where he would have sworn only an instant before there was nothing. When he looked, he saw a figure standing there.

      Manfred’s tongue was stiff, and his stomach was in turmoil. It was all that he could do not to throw up. He was terrified. As afraid as he had ever been in his life. There was no other way to describe the way he felt, and he wasn’t ashamed to admit it. He couldn’t imagine any sane person feeling differently. Demons were creatures from myth and legend. From fiction. He’d heard rumours over the years, but he’d also heard rumours of dragons in the west, and he hadn’t believed those either. Now he was looking at a demon. It was not a figment of his imagination. There could be no doubting it.

      ‘You seem surprised,’ the figure said, its eyes glowing a malevolent red within the darkness of the cowl over its head. It drew out its ‘S’s, making its speech sound almost like a hiss.

      ‘I… I wasn’t sure what to expect,’ Manfred said.

      ‘I had thought of sending one of my servants to meet with you, but considering what your father did for us, I thought it appropriate that I come myself.’

      ‘That… that’s very good of you,’ Manfred said, wondering what in hells it was that his father had done for them. ‘What is it you wish to speak with me about?’

      ‘Oh, so many things,’ the figure said. The moon had just crested the horizon, and Isgurin cast a haunting shadow across the ground.

      Manfred still couldn’t believe what this creature actually was: if it was what instinct told him—the same instinct that was telling him to ride away as fast as he could—or if perhaps it was simply a ruse to frighten him into agreeing to whatever proposal they had.

      ‘Perhaps introductions are in order,’ the figure said.

      ‘I’m Manfred Berndo—’

      ‘I know who you are,’ the figure said. ‘It is only I who remain unknown. I am Isgurin. Once known as Isgurin the Red, general to His Highness King Fenerik the Great. Now I am… something else, but always his servant.’

      It only took Manfred an instant to make the connection between Fenerik and Fanrac. He could think of many places he wanted to be at that moment. None of them were here.

      ‘I’m pleased to meet you, Isgurin,’ Manfred said. ‘However, it’s getting late, and cold, so I’d appreciate it if you said what it is you brought me out here to say.’

      He didn’t feel nearly so brave as the words sounded coming out of his mouth.

      ‘I’m sure you have heard many things about my kind, and my king,’ Isgurin said. ‘You may choose to believe them, or not. What is true is that like many creatures of magic, we are awake once more, and out in the world. We have your father to thank for that.’

      ‘How?’ Manfred blurted out. He wasn’t at all sure he wanted to know the answer.

      ‘His use of our magic woke us,’ Isgurin said. ‘Our time has returned, but we find we have need of the living to aid us.’

      ‘How can we help you?’ Manfred said. He did his best to ignore Isgurin’s use of the word ‘living’.

      There was enough light now to see the lower portion of the demon’s face. It smiled, revealing elongated canines that looked like fangs.

      ‘There are certain tasks that are better completed by those comfortable walking in the light of day,’ Isgurin said, ‘and we recently find ourselves stripped of our chief ally in this regard.’

      ‘You want me to work for you?’ Manfred said.

      ‘We wish you to be our ally.’

      ‘I’m not sure I understand the distinction,’ Manfred said.

      Isgurin smiled again, but there was nothing warming or attractive about the expression. He—it—looked more like a wolf about to bite down on its prey for the final kill. Manfred hoped that wasn’t going to be him.

      ‘What is it you want me to do?’ Manfred said. He didn’t like the idea of working for anyone, let alone a nightmare creature from myths. Although, saying that, the demon seemed remarkably civilised, appearance notwithstanding. Indeed, during his time moonlighting for the Gebardi crime family in Ostenheim, he’d met a great many individuals he would have viewed with far more distaste on first meeting.

      ‘There are some individuals we are endeavouring to find,’ Isgurin said. ‘Three in total. Standing out as we do, it makes our task easier if we have those who can move in public without attracting notice do it for us.’

      Manfred nodded slowly. It sounded like a lot of effort. Something that would take him away from his own plans.

      ‘What would I get in return?’ Manfred said. He realised he was playing with fire, but he had come to learn that if he didn’t ask, he certainly wouldn’t get.

      The demon smiled once again, and Manfred shuddered. He made a mental note to do his best to avoid anything that caused this creature amusement. Still, he thought, amusement was better than the alternative.

      ‘You’ve already had a taste of what you will get,’ Isgurin said. ‘That medallion you wear—the one that allows you to influence the opinions of other men, that robs them of their free will when they are behaving contrary to your desires. It is capable of so much more, and perhaps if you please His Majesty, he will share more of its blessings with you.’

      ‘The medallion is his?’ Manfred said. The possibility brought with it the sensation that the medallion, resting against his bare chest beneath his tunic, was starting to sting him. He knew it was all in his head, but the thought that this thing belonged to the famed demon king of legend made Manfred want to tear it off and throw it into the bushes.

      ‘It is not his,’ Isgurin said, ‘although he created it. The medallion you wear belonged to one of his captains. Azkanar, I believe. He was cut down many centuries ago by a man of these lands. The medallion was thought lost, but here, now, it is found.’

      That smile again. Manfred managed to suppress the shudder. He was intrigued, though, and eager to learn more. What else could it do, this mysterious object that his father had discovered?

      ‘You’ll teach me the other things it can do?’ Manfred said.

      The demon shrugged. ‘It is possible His Highness will choose to share more with you if you serve him well. That is up to you.’

      After so long in the gutter, Manfred was all too well aware of how much the power he had already unlocked had granted him. He could achieve his aims with speed and ease if he had more. Perhaps the trade-off of lost time helping these creatures find the people they were looking for would be worth it?

      What was he getting himself into?

      ‘What if I say no to your proposal?’ Manfred said.

      He didn’t expect the demon to smile at potential defiance, but it did. Manfred couldn’t help but think it seemed awfully cheerful for a creature that was said to have crawled out of the bowels of the deepest hell.

      ‘The moment you chose to make that medallion your possession,’ Isgurin said, ‘you made an agreement with my lord. You accepted his powers. Now you must also accept his duties.’

      It didn’t sit well with Manfred to think of being forced into something he hadn’t agreed to. The idea that he could have committed himself to something without even knowing he had done it seemed ridiculous, and as terrified of this demon as he was, he couldn’t help but feel he was still in the stronger bargaining position. These creatures clearly needed him more than he needed them. If they were coming to him for help, then they clearly weren’t powerful enough to do it themselves. Not yet, at least.

      ‘And if I refuse?’ Manfred said, doing his best to keep his nerves from showing on his face. Was he really standing here negotiating a deal with a demon? It seemed too ridiculous to be true. He could feel the smouldering red eyes locked on him. He met them with as much bravery as he could muster.

      What started as a small pain in his temple grew and spread through his head as if someone had driven a spear through his skull. Manfred squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his knuckles against his temples, as though the act might lessen the searing pain. It didn’t.

      As abruptly as it had started, it stopped. The relief at the cessation of the intense pain subsided, and Manfred was left with the stark realisation that this creature could kill him at a moment’s notice, before he’d even had the chance to draw his sword.

      ‘I trust that gives you some sense of how my king’s displeasure manifests?’ the demon said. ‘I assure you that was but the mildest of tastes. Do you understand?’

      Manfred nodded. He felt a wetness on his lip, and touched it. His fingertips were covered in blood that was trickling from his nose. He took a handkerchief from his tunic and pressed it against his face.

      ‘I understand,’ he said.

      ‘Good,’ Isgurin said. ‘As I said, you agreed to this bargain the moment you took possession of the medallion. All that remains is to outline the terms. It is not all punishment in King Fanrac’s service. The rewards can be truly wonderous. My king is a just ma—’ the demon cut himself off and smiled. ‘My king is just and, as I have told you, rewards those who serve him well. The medallion, with the powers locked within it, is one such reward. I assure you, there are many, many more.’

      Manfred nodded again. Whether or not he later chose to abide by whatever he had agreed to, he knew there was only one answer he could give that would see him safely away from this place.

      ‘I’ll need a little time to get my current affairs in order,’ Manfred said.

      ‘That is acceptable.’

      ‘Tell me what it is you need me to do.’

      The demon smiled, but Manfred had greater worries than to pay it any attention.
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        * * *

      

      Manfred sat in his small apartment nursing a glass of good Ruripathian whiskey, trying his best to tamp down the raging terror that burned in his gut and threatened to overwhelm the rest of him.

      Reconciling himself to the idea that he had just held a conversation with a demon seemed insane, but there was no denying the truth. He vacillated between terror and managing to keep his calm as he thought on it. He could also feel the tingle of anger bubbling through his veins, causing his vision to narrow each time he gave the rage room to grow.

      Manfred hated being forced into anything. He’d been a dogsbody for the Gebardi in Ostenheim for years, until the medallion had allowed him to cast them off and take charge of his own future. He had no desire to step straight into another such arrangement—and certainly not with an overlord who was many degrees of magnitude more powerful than his old one. He supposed it was, at least, a step up to be underling to a great king than a crime boss, but it was not the role he envisaged for himself.

      The difficulty was, it seemed he had agreed without knowing there was anything to agree to, and a magical connection had been made. No matter what the enticements, Manfred was certain of one thing: He wanted out of this arrangement as soon as possible. How he would go about that without having his head magically burst apart was a question he had no answer for. There was the slim hope that the papers in his father’s trunk might shed light on his situation. Perhaps it was time to tell his hired academic to employ more people. Get the job done faster. When his very existence was at stake, keeping secrets didn’t seem quite so important.

      Until he had more information, his only choice was to go along with what Isgurin and its king wanted. It was a hassle, it took him away from the things he wanted to be doing, and he shuddered to think what the consequences of failure might be. But there might be an upside. He couldn’t forget that. The more power he had, the better. If it meant working with demons for a while, so be it.

      He decided to leave his family in Ostenheim for the time being. He took comfort in the notion that if these creatures weren’t able to find the three people they wanted without his help, they wouldn’t be able to find his family.

      His next consideration was how to turn all of this to his advantage. He knew it was risky, but his father had always said that there was no great reward without great risk. The rewards here were potentially unlimited, but the risk was naturally as grave. He doubted that making a mess of this would result in a quick or simple death. He was confident it would result in the most horrific death imaginable, and considering how old the demons were, it would also be a prolonged experience.

      If he failed these creatures, the end result was likely to be the same if he was caught betraying them. The way he saw it, there was actually nothing to lose, but everything to gain. It made sense.

      At least, it seemed to do so.

      Manfred knew the course of action forming in his head was too rough a sketch; he needed far more knowledge. He needed to know what he was up against. That meant finding out exactly what these creatures could do, and how he could prevent them from doing it.

      He had already unlocked one great power from the medallion—the power of persuasion—but had thought that was it. Now that he knew there was more, it was just a case of finding out what, and how to access it. Did he really need the demon to show him the way to this? Why not just work it out for himself?

      Easier said than done, he thought. Perhaps the academics might be able to dig something up on that also? Yes, it was time Professor Willem had some help to speed the process up. He’d send a letter south in the morning, telling him to recruit trustworthy staff. It was no longer the time for caution. He needed every bit of information he could get, and the sooner the better.

      That brought him to his final consideration. The actual task that Isgurin had set for him. Three people, somewhere in the world, at least one of whom they knew to be in Ruripathia.

      Isgurin hadn’t told him why they wanted these people, but Manfred didn’t really care. It didn’t affect him. As far as he was concerned it was none of his business. All he had to do was find them, and hand them over.

      It did, however, seem like searching for a needle in a haystack. Magic could be employed to help, of course—Isgurin had hinted that his medallion would help him in this regard, but hadn’t bothered to elaborate on exactly how. Frustrating, but Manfred reckoned he could work it out. It would take some potent magic to find three souls in millions, potentially spread out across the world. The magnitude of it caused him anxiety. He had no great desire to spend the next several years looking for these people. Isgurin had hinted that their forebears had all lived in the territories of the eastern Middle Sea, lands that had been part of Fanrac’s ancient kingdom. Hopefully they had not spread too far from home over the millennia since.

      Of course, all this meant his father’s hands hadn’t been quite as clean as Manfred had thought, but he was still confident in the belief that anything his father had done had been for the betterment of the state. People had undertaken terrible things in the name of that cause over the years, and were considered heroes for it. Why not also his father? All he had done was seek to obtain every advantage for his princess, before someone else in another country claimed it for their monarch.

      As he chewed it all over, Manfred could not escape one further question. Why were the demons not able to track these people down themselves? It sounded like there were plenty of them, and they had access to great power. What was stopping them? Might these demons have weaknesses he could exploit? Ones this situation might allow him to discover?

      Manfred drained his glass, savouring the honey and vanilla flavours that accompanied the heat of the alcohol, and smiled. He liked that idea. It was one he would have to fully explore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Conrad was relieved to have Riffenberg Castle behind them and receding ever farther into the distance as they rode toward their next destination, about which Petr remained tight-lipped. Heidi had been satisfied that the sheriff in Riffenberg was up to the job of keeping the countess and her son in custody until Intelligenciers arrived from the nearest barracks to take charge of the situation, so they had been able to leave that day.

      He didn’t have any clue what the future held for the countess, but he felt sorry for her whatever way it went. It seemed she had been manipulated by two men who had fallen under the influence of demons. Of course, she might just have been a far better liar than her brother, but Conrad suspected she would have been lying dead next to him had that been the case.

      They had a hard road ahead of them, and Conrad wondered how they could hope to prevail over a power that could strike people down from many miles away.

      ‘I’m very curious to hear how this all works,’ Heidi said, interrupting Conrad’s downward-spiralling stream of thought.

      ‘It’s complicated,’ Petr said. ‘And wasn’t something I thought was in any way relevant to the work we were doing. So long as the location and identity of the blood bearers remain secret, they are neither a threat nor are they in danger. The best way to keep a secret is for as few people to know about it as possible. Those who do know are sworn brothers and sisters who would die rather than reveal their secrets.’

      ‘Wonderful,’ Heidi said. ‘But that doesn’t tell me what I need to know. Where are we actually heading?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Petr said.

      Frantz let out a loud groan.

      ‘At least, I don’t know where the blood bearer is,’ Petr said. ‘Not yet. But I will.’

      ‘As encouraging as that is,’ Heidi said, ‘we need to have some idea of what direction we should head. It’s a nice day for a ride, but I do feel the anxiety of pressing matters that need attending to.’

      ‘Oh,’ Petr said. ‘Of course. Brixen is where we need to go.’

      ‘And what will we find in Brixen?’ Nicolo said.

      ‘The cathedral,’ Petr said.

      ‘Are you planning on giving up your heathen ways and converting to the one true faith?’ Frantz said with a tone of mocking piety, one Conrad thought was substantially similar to the way the countess’s brother had spoken.

      ‘Of course not,’ Petr said. ‘But there’ll be information there that I can use.’

      ‘The Grey Priests leave information in properties of the United Church?’ Nicolo said.

      ‘In a way,’ Petr said. ‘Keep in mind, the Brotherhood of the Royal Blood is older than either the Grey Priests or the United Church. We were established immediately after the era of Fanrac, at the very dawn of the Age of Kings. In politically tumultuous times, safe haven could be found in religion, so that was where the Brotherhood chose to focus its attention. We’ve not had any influence with the United Church for centuries, which is why most of us are Grey Priests these days, but we still have some connections with the church. We make use of its resources when we have need.’

      ‘Curious,’ Heidi said. ‘I’ve never heard of anything like that, and we tend to keep a close eye on the church.’

      ‘Our interaction is very limited, and very innocuous,’ Petr said. ‘Little more than signs and symbols to convey messages to others of our order.’

      Heidi raised her eyebrows and nodded. ‘That certainly sounds like the type of thing we look for. Never fear, though. You haven’t spilled the beans on your comrades. I’ll be sure to forget all about this when we’re done.’

      Petr smiled gratefully.

      ‘This time,’ she said.

      Frantz let out a guffaw, and Heidi cast him a withering glance.

      ‘Brixen it is, then,’ Nicolo said.
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        * * *

      

      Conrad had attended a number of services in Brixen’s cathedral, mainly during his time at the academy. Despite that, he had never officially been confirmed in the United Church, and in theory he was still a follower of the northern gods—Agnarr and his pantheon. The ‘old gods’, as they were called in the south.

      Despite the differences in names, and other procedural deviations, to Conrad’s eye there were enough similarities for him to think they had grown from a common source. While the northern practices were more mystical, and fashioned around the largely rural communities or small towns, the United Church was a monument to a civilisation that prized large cities and visual statements of wealth and power. Brixen’s cathedral was a prime example of that. It was arguably an even more magnificent building than the palace.

      While the palace complex was certainly larger, the cathedral benefitted from unity of vision—it looked like it had been designed and built on a single set of plans in the centre of the old town, which naturally prevented the additions, afterthoughts, and expansions that the palace had experienced over its life.

      The cathedral sat centrally in Brixen’s market square in the Alt Stadt on the eastern side of the city. The market was an open area that was anything but square, and was surrounded by a disorganised array of buildings and tight streets. There were none of the broad boulevards here like those in the newer, western part of the city.

      Conrad didn’t know the Alt Stadt all that well—his only cause for coming into this walled microcosm of the city had been his visits to the cathedral, so he hadn’t spent much time here. There was a rougher, earthier charm to this part of the city, though, its more organic development lending it a very different character to the carefully planned western area.

      The cathedral itself was the largest building in the Alt Stadt by far. Its white stone façade and green-domed towers and belfries were graceful and majestic, built in the style that had later become characteristic of the districts that grew up outside of the Alt Stadt’s walls. It had an enormous archway at the front, housing the massive wooden iron-banded doors, and countless reliefs and statues of religious figures—few, if any, of which Conrad could identify.

      The building was surrounded by a veritable flower garden of humanity, with dozens of market stalls clustered beneath its walls, towers, and buttresses. The stalls were all capped with brightly coloured awnings of every colour and pattern imaginable. Stall holders shouted and bargained while customers browsed, and the ever-present cutpurses plied their trade while keeping a careful eye out for the City Watch.

      ‘Well, here we are,’ Heidi said. ‘What now?’

      ‘There’ll be some signs and symbols left in the building so that the Brotherhood can contact one another,’ Petr said. ‘When my master and I arrived in the city, this is where we came first, to leave an indication that we were here and how to contact us.’

      ‘In we go, then,’ Frantz said. ‘It’s been a while. I hope I don’t burst into flames when I cross the threshold.’

      ‘Why?’ Heidi said. ‘What have you been up to?’

      Frantz gave a mischievous smile. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know.’

      ‘I’m an Intelligencier,’ she said. ‘Do you really want me to try and find out?’

      That wiped the smile from Frantz’s face instantly. The rest of them laughed.

      They passed under the arch and through the smaller wicket door set in the cathedral’s enormous main doors. Conrad had often wondered if the big doors were ever actually opened, but couldn’t imagine anything that would require it. Perhaps a coronation?

      If anything, the interior of the cathedral was even more impressive than the outside. The roof was dizzyingly high above their heads, supported by a lattice of great wooden beams. The dome, a marvel to Conrad, was entirely unsupported, its graceful curves reaching up to their meeting point as if it were held in mid-air by magic. Perhaps it was?

      The dome’s interior surface was covered in a fresco depicting what Conrad had always presumed were scenes of religious significance, but he’d never thought to ask anyone about them. Whatever they were about didn’t really matter. Larger than life, in vibrant colour, and so high above his head, they were among the most impressive things Conrad had ever seen.

      Great pillars with ornate gilded caps supported the stuccoed ceiling, while lines of warm oak pews lined the flagstone floor. To one side he could see the royal gallery, where the princess and her family sat when they attended service.

      Apses extended out from the main chamber, one dedicated to each of the three major gods of the United Church. The shrines contained magnificent marble statues of their respective deities. Fortuna—or Divine Fortune as she was most commonly referred to—took pride of place in the centre. She was the god most people called on in their day-to-day lives, even if she was not ostensibly the chief deity of the pantheon. Responsible for fate and chance, she was the one who had the greatest influence on the lives of southerners.

      Jovus, to the left of Divine Fortune, took the honour as chief deity. Standing proud and tall, dressed in armour with a cloak draped over his broad shoulders, he had a sword in one hand and a vine branch in the other—the symbols of war and peace. He was most often prayed to by soldiers and students at the academy. Otherwise, people didn’t tend to pay him much attention except in times of war.

      Martus, the god of life and death, made up the final of the three. His festival days were in spring and at harvest time in autumn. Farmers, and those who were ill or had sick relatives—those for whom Divine Fortune had already played her role—paid Martus the most attention.

      There were a great many minor gods of varying popularity, depending on what they offered and what their devotees might need. There were smaller shrines for them dotted around the cathedral, but they were so many that Conrad had never had the time to fully acquaint himself with their names.

      There were few people about at that hour, and several of those looked like the monks who dealt with the building’s maintenance or the priests who attended to the spiritual needs of the parishioners.

      With no services or crowds, the cathedral had a calming, serene atmosphere, and Conrad had to admit it was a very peaceful and relaxing place to be alone with your thoughts.

      ‘Where do we start?’ Heidi said.

      ‘There are a few places,’ Petr said. ‘Different groups can use different spots. The shrine to Diastra first.’

      Conrad vaguely recalled Diastra, one of the minor deities. There was a feast day dedicated to her, although it wasn’t much of an event in Ruripathia by comparison to some of them.

      The shrine itself was a smaller, life-sized statue of the god. She carried a basket in one hand, and a bow in the other, but Conrad had no idea what facet of life she represented. Petr walked to the back of the statue and knelt down to study the plinth.

      ‘Here,’ he said, pointing to a spot Conrad couldn’t see. ‘This is the mark my master and I made when we arrived in the city eight years ago.’

      Conrad wondered if it also said they were here to murder a thirteen-year-old boy, or that they had been caught completely unawares when his family—the one they were supposed to be watching—was slaughtered. He kept his mouth shut, but he wondered if he would ever lose the boiling sense of anger he felt anytime he was reminded of Petr’s former life.

      Petr lowered his finger.

      ‘These marks correspond to the brothers who arrived in Ruripathia to relieve those watching the blood bearer in this country. Three years ago.’

      Heidi frowned. ‘Are all the blood bearers in Ruripathia?’

      Petr shook his head. ‘No. Conrad’s line is descended from the great northern kings. Ruripathia and the lands to the south were separate kingdoms, and the blood bearer here is descended from one of those other lines. The two lines that died out were from the kings on the other side of the Middle Sea. That happened long ago, during the days of the empire. That leaves one other. I don’t know where the bearer of that line is. I don’t want to know. They could be anywhere.’

      ‘Just so long as the demons don’t know where they are either, I’m happy with that,’ Nicolo said.

      Conrad didn’t feel nearly so comfortable with that state of affairs, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. It was still hard for him to believe that he was descended from an ancient king, but it was so far in the past that it was irrelevant, except for the blood he had inherited.

      ‘What do the marks tell you?’ Heidi said.

      ‘The contact point where they will check for messages,’ Petr said. ‘It doesn’t tell me where to find them, just where we can leave a message for them.’

      ‘Where is it?’

      ‘A small stone cairn by a tree,’ Petr said.

      ‘Any tree in particular?’ Conrad said.

      ‘One hundred paces east of the great crossroads in the county of Prassau,’ Petr said.

      ‘I know of it,’ Heidi said. ‘How often will they check?’

      ‘Once a month. Perhaps more frequently. It depends on the watchers.’

      Heidi let out an exasperated sigh. ‘No more detail than that? The actual day of the month? The start of it? The end of it?’

      Petr shook his head.

      ‘If the demons have a sniff of where this unfortunate person is, they could be long dead by the time your colleagues check for messages.’

      ‘It’s not a perfect solution,’ Petr said. ‘But it’s the best I can offer you. I can think of no other way for us to find this person.’

      Heidi scratched the back of her head and stared into the distance for a moment. ‘I can’t either. Despite having known about blood bearers for the past eight years, my people haven’t been able to turn up anything on them. Whoever they are, it seems they’re ordinary people leading unremarkable lives.’

      Conrad blushed.

      ‘No offence,’ Heidi said.

      ‘A question remains, though,’ Nicolo said. ‘How are the demons tracking them down—or rather, how are the humans the demons have engaged to track them down doing it? There must be something else we can use.’

      ‘The only men who can answer that are dead,’ Qenna said. ‘The countess, perhaps?’

      ‘I’ll know anything she does soon enough,’ Heidi said. ‘The Intelligenciers I sent for should have taken her into custody by now. No one can get information faster than them. I don’t think she knows anything, though. If she did, she’d be lying dead next to her brother. Until then, is it reasonable to assume this message drop location is not too far away from where the Brotherhood’s watchers are?’

      Petr nodded. ‘Probably no more than a day for the return trip.’

      ‘Well, then,’ Heidi said. ‘Let’s break out the map and see what begins with “Hi” within a half day’s ride from the Great Crossroads of Prassau.’
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      Manfred wondered at Isgurin’s requirement for them to meet in the middle of nowhere, in the dark of night. For a creature purported to be so powerful, why didn’t Isgurin simply pay him a visit in Rurhaven? It wasn’t as if the demon didn’t know where Manfred lived.

      The night was pleasantly clement, but that didn’t stop Manfred from having to suppress a shiver. There was a fine line between bravery and stupidity, and Manfred knew there was nothing to be gained by denying how afraid of Isgurin he was. There was something primordial about being in its presence—like the way hearing the howl of a wolf set the hairs of his neck on end, no matter how far off it was. The creature provoked that instinctive reaction which helped him decide whether something new was friend or foe.

      As on the previous occasion, Isgurin seemed to appear out of nowhere, as though the darkness itself had coalesced into physical form. One moment there was nothing, then his familiar, cloaked shape stood there, his eyes glowing red in that malevolent way.

      ‘You are ready to begin your task?’ Isgurin said.

      ‘I am,’ Manfred said.

      ‘I am pleased,’ Isgurin said sibilantly. ‘It would have been… inconvenient to delay any longer.’

      Manfred relaxed a little. Up until that moment, he hadn’t been certain if he would live through this encounter. Having asked for more time didn’t seem like the smartest thing, in retrospect.

      ‘What can you tell me about the person I’m to seek out?’ Manfred said

      ‘Lamentably, little,’ Isgurin said.

      Though it was largely obscured by the hissing way Isgurin spoke, Manfred noticed for the first time his odd turn of phrase, and that there was an unusual accent underlying it all.

      ‘That might… delay things,’ Manfred said, in as diplomatic a fashion as he could manage.

      ‘There is another way,’ Isgurin said. For a moment his glowing eyes disappeared behind pale lids. ‘There. Look around you.’

      Manfred jumped in surprise, almost throwing himself from his saddle in the process. The world around him was coated in a coruscating blue glow. Everything—his horse, his hands, even Isgurin, although it seemed to be substantially dimmer around him.

      ‘Everything’s glowing,’ Manfred said. ‘What is it?’

      ‘That is the spring of all life,’ Isgurin said. ‘It is the Fount.’

      ‘The Fount?’ Manfred said.

      Isgurin nodded. ‘It is the energy of life. It gives life, and life feeds the Fount. One great circle. It is the fuel that gives power to magic.’

      ‘It’s everywhere,’ Manfred said, starting to worry that he would have to deal with this change to his vision for the rest of his life.

      ‘Your kind almost drained the world of it long ago, with magics both crude and wasteful. As you can see, it has had long enough to replenish, and the world is ripe for magic, and all things magical, once again.’

      ‘I… It’s astonishing,’ Manfred said. ‘But will the glow go away?’

      ‘Once you grow accustomed to it,’ Isgurin said, ‘it will. You’ll be able to call upon this sight when you wish, and ignore it when you choose. It is how you’re going to find the person we are looking for.’

      ‘How?’ Manfred said. ‘Does this person have a different colour?’

      Isgurin barked out a laugh. ‘If you choose for it to be so, I suppose it could. But not at first.’

      ‘How does it work then?’ Manfred said.

      ‘I do not have the time, and you do not have the comprehension, for an explanation,’ Isgurin said. ‘It is sufficient to tell you how you may use this to aid in your search. Seeing the Fount isn’t all that you can do now, so long as you keep your medallion next to your flesh. You will sense the use of magic, and come to recognise the different characteristics of its use, like the scent of different flavours in the air. In times gone by, practitioners of the different schools could recognise one another by this trait, but things are far less sophisticated now. The people you will be looking for are a little more refined than most in this regard. If you choose to interpret these differences by way of colour, then that is how you will perceive them. I, myself, prefer scent.’

      Manfred nodded, fascinated by everything Isgurin was saying, but also wondering when he’d be able to shut off the blue glow, which was starting to grow disorientating.

      ‘The person we seek is being watched by others who consider themselves guardians,’ Isgurin said. ‘They are little more than meddling fools who don’t have the wit to realise they are the greatest threat to their charges. It is them you shall locate, and they will lead you to the one we seek.’

      ‘How do I find them?’

      ‘They come from lands where the practise of magic was never outlawed. Their use of it is rudimentary, but it is refined enough to present as being of a distinct school—what would once have been called the magic of nature. All the other magic you will encounter will be a chaotic, jumbled mess. The new practitioners of magic are a long way from even the skill of these people. You will recognise them when they shape the Fount to create magic. You will feel it. Taste it. Smell it. When you are close enough.’

      ‘How close?’

      Isgurin shrugged. ‘It depends on the power of the magic being crafted. Our previous agent scoured the lands, and had recently reported that he had sensed something. In a town to the south, Hinbruch. That is where you should begin your search.’

      ‘What happened to him?’ Manfred said. ‘Your previous agent?’

      ‘He was lost to us while carrying out his duties,’ Isgurin said. ‘In a fashion which, unfortunately, precluded him continuing to aid us after his demise.’

      Manfred shuddered. He had no desire to die, much less to continue serving demons after he did. How did that even work? Would he have any choice? Either way, he didn’t want to know.

      ‘I’ll set out tomorrow,’ Manfred said. ‘As soon as I’ve made appropriate preparations.’

      Isgurin nodded. ‘Keep in mind that success will be rewarded greatly, but failure will be received accordingly.’

      Manfred nodded. He thought it an odd way to phrase it, but reckoned it meant Isgurin would kill him if he failed. He’d taken that to be the case already, and had made his peace with it. It wasn’t like he had any choice. Not anymore.

      ‘How will I contact you?’ Manfred said.

      ‘I will call on you at suitable times.’

      Manfred nodded and forced a smile, glad that the glow appeared to be subsiding, gladder still that this meeting had come to an end. ‘Until then.’
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        * * *

      

      Petr’s clue set them on the road south. Heidi had declared that the message drop location put it within reasonable range of several small villages, but only one large town. Hinbruch. Conrad had never heard of it, but it felt good to be moving toward the ultimate completion of this mission, whatever it might be. One step at a time, he told himself.

      ‘I can’t help but feel this is still hunting a needle in a haystack,’ Frantz said. ‘Hinbruch isn’t exactly a small town. I’ve been there. It’d be more proper to call it a city. There must be twenty thousand people living there. More, even.’

      ‘It needs a cathedral,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘What?’ Frantz said.

      ‘A cathedral,’ Nicolo said. ‘A town needs a cathedral to be called a city.’

      ‘Really?’ Frantz frowned in disbelief.

      ‘As far as I know,’ Nicolo said. ‘Does Hinbruch have a cathedral?’

      Frantz shrugged. ‘How would I know?’

      ‘You said you were there,’ Qenna said.

      ‘I was,’ Frantz said. ‘And for once, the first thing I did when I got there was go to the first tavern I could find, as opposed to visiting the cathedral as I usually do.’

      Qenna chuckled, but Heidi cut the conversation short.

      ‘Petr, do you have any more tricks we can use?’ she said.

      ‘There are some things I can do to narrow the search,’ he said. ‘I can try to track their magic. It’s harder now that you southerners are using magic again. That creates a lot of noise. Means I need to be closer to the source, and even then it’s tricky to pinpoint.’

      ‘Will you actually be able to do it?’ Nicolo said.

      ‘I hope so,’ Petr said. ‘I can’t think of any other way.’

      ‘This assumes that Hinbruch is where this person resides,’ Qenna said. ‘They could equally be in any of the villages you found within a day’s ride of the message drop. There were four beginning with “Hi”.’

      ‘It’s not perfect,’ Heidi said, ‘but Hinbruch’s as good a place to start as any. If we don’t find anything there, we move on.’

      They all fell silent, and Conrad wondered if they were embarking on a fool’s errand, chasing what Petr hoped he would be able to do.

      Conrad realised much of his anger and frustration came down to the fact that he feared what would happen when the demons came looking for him. There was so much about his enemy that they did not know, so many things to wonder and worry about. So long as there were two other blood bearers out there, the demon king’s attention would be diluted. Eventually, it would be on him alone, and that was a thought Conrad couldn’t bear entertaining. What would the creature do if he ever got his hands on Conrad?

      They still didn’t know for sure what would happen if Fanrac reunited all the power currently dispersed across the bloodlines, but the last time he had wielded it all, he had conquered much of the known world. It seemed certain that he would become a foe without equal, and the disunited nations around the Middle Sea would not individually be strong enough to oppose him. The thought of the Middle Sea nations setting aside their differences and uniting to face a common foe was as ridiculous as the thought of demons roaming the land had once seemed. Conrad had more than enough schooling to know that by the time any rulers were willing to talk about alliances, it would be far too late.

      A master at the academy had claimed that stopping a problem from happening was always easier than dealing with it once it had been allowed to run free. That was what they were doing now. What they had to do. It was a daunting task, and even more so when you didn’t know where to start looking, or where your enemy might strike next. When you didn’t even know who your enemy was…
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        * * *

      

      The drop site wasn’t difficult to find. There was nothing interesting about the tree other than the fact that it was there and it was the only one, and it made Conrad wonder how many other little secrets there were out in the world, hiding in plain sight, if only you knew where to look for them.

      Everyone remained mounted but for Petr, who slipped down from his horse and started to study the ground around the tree.

      ‘This definitely it?’ Frantz said.

      ‘I think so,’ Petr said.

      ‘Not the most certain method of communication, is it?’ Frantz said. ‘In all this time, couldn’t you have come up with something better?’

      ‘It’s worked perfectly well for our needs,’ Petr said, a hint of irritation creeping into his voice as he continued to scan the ground like a bird searching for a worm.

      Frantz shrugged, and looked out at the mountains in the east. ‘It’s a fine day, at least.’

      ‘Here it is,’ Petr said. He dropped to his knees and started scrabbling in a heap of stones between the tree and the old, lichen encrusted wall.

      ‘What does it say?’ Heidi said. As they’d journeyed south, Conrad had seen her grow increasingly impatient with the slow and vague way Petr’s former comrades comported themselves, and frustrated by the fact that her own usually omniscient sources were drawing a blank on this occasion.

      Considering the Brotherhood had been aiding the blood bearers in remaining hidden and obscure for over a thousand years, he wasn’t at all surprised that they were very good at it. Added to that was the fact that the blood bearer probably didn’t even know anything about it at all. Conrad certainly hadn’t, and he didn’t think his parents had either. He supposed he’d never know that for certain. Perhaps it was a secret they had been withholding from him until he was older?

      ‘We’re on the right track,’ Petr said, holding up a palm sized, flat stone with some etchings on it.

      It looked like gibberish to Conrad, but not dissimilar to the markings on some of the ancient stones in the Northlands that he remembered from his childhood.

      ‘Where are they?’ Heidi said.

      ‘Hinbruch.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Each meeting with Isgurin left Manfred more unnerved than the previous one. It was probably foolish to expect that he’d ever become used to the presence of a creature that seemed to ooze menace from its pores, but he had thought the effect would lessen with time rather than grow stronger.

      There was something else, something more disturbing about him, however—something Manfred couldn’t quite put his finger on. He hadn’t been sure at first, but the sensation had grown a little stronger with each subsequent meeting, until it had reached the threshold that Manfred could no longer dismiss. There was something intoxicating about being in the demon’s presence, and no amount of revulsion at the sight of Isgurin lessened the feeling of longing for his presence that filled Manfred when they parted.

      He was under no illusions as to what it was—the demon was using its magic to bewitch him, to ensure that Manfred did what Isgurin wanted. It was little different to how Manfred used his medallion, but there was so much more art to how Isgurin did it. He was subtle—so much so that Manfred would not have noticed it at all had he not used the same magic himself and known what to look for—but it carried with it all of the blunt force that it did when Manfred used it. He didn’t like that, and feared that already his decisions were being influenced by the demon’s powers. How could Manfred know if his actions were due to his free will or the demon’s manipulations, when the magic was so artfully used?

      The uncertainty of it gnawed at him, but for the time being he was confident that he was doing things that he wished to—things that would benefit him in the long run. Still, he feared the moment where he could no longer tell the difference.

      As concerned as he was about that, he had more pressing matters to deal with—namely, the subject of his bargain with Isgurin and his master. The trail had led to Hinbruch, and he hoped that his unsuccessful predecessor had been correct in his report that this was where the individual was to be found. Manfred wondered who the person was, and what had brought the demons upon them. He did his best not to think about what Isgurin had in store. It was difficult not to feel a little sorry for them, whoever they were, but misfortune was part of life, and becoming a target for demons was most certainly a misfortune. One that Manfred wanted to make very certain did not befall him.

      Now that he was in the city, he was to be guided by whatever magical boon Isgurin had unlocked within Manfred’s medallion. The demon had been characteristically vague about how this process would work, leaving Manfred with a ‘you’ll know it when you see it’ approach.

      He knew he was looking for one person, and an indeterminate number of people who were ‘watching’ the person of interest. Isgurin hadn’t said how many, or what kind of threat they represented. Were they simply observers, or a bodyguard? Manfred knew he had to err on the side of caution. That meant finding reliable sell-swords to provide him with some muscle.

      Towns like Hinbruch always had mercenaries aplenty. With the Ostian border only a short distance to the south, it served as a perfect base for men looking for work. Manfred didn’t know the town well, not having been here since he was a child. He walked the streets looking for taverns likely to be filled by the type of men he was looking for.

      If this approach failed there was always the banneret’s hall, which a town such as this was sure to have. However, Isgurin hadn’t mentioned anything about funds for this job, and Manfred hadn’t felt bold enough to ask. That meant the job was on his purse, and so the taverns were where he’d do his hiring, if he could. The hall would put a premium on the hire charge, and Manfred didn’t want to waste money if he didn’t have to. He had enough demands himself.

      Suddenly, Manfred’s heart raced. It took him a moment longer to gather himself enough to duck behind a market stall, then peer out to make sure his eyes were not deceiving him. He looked, and compared what he saw to his memory. It had been a long time since he’d last seen Conrad. But yes, that was him.

      Manfred had it on good authority that Conrad’s master, a mercenary by the name of Nicolo dal Christofori, had been instrumental in the actions that had led to Manfred’s father’s death. That Conrad himself was the one who had pointed the finger.

      Manfred didn’t know what dal Christofori looked like. Having paid Conrad little enough attention, he had paid the maggot’s master even less. It was an Auracian name, however, and there was a distinctly Auracian-looking man at the front of the little group in which Conrad rode.

      Manfred couldn’t deny that the years had been kind to Conrad. He’d grown tall and strong, with a thick mop of ruddy brown hair and a fair complexion, free of any of the marks left by the various diseases that magic was only now beginning to combat.

      He stared at Conrad, confident now that his own face was one among many on the street, all of which were unimportant to the proud young man on horseback. Manfred wondered if he had gone to the academy in Brixen, if the Northlander savage had followed the path for which Manfred had been intended. The urge to cut him off his horse was almost overwhelming, but the resulting outcry would necessitate Manfred’s swift departure from the town, and the failure of his mission for Isgurin.

      The demon had said there were other parties interested in the person he was seeking, and as Manfred watched Conrad and his comrades riding down the street, he knew in his gut that it was them. The voice in his mind saying that these were the people responsible for his father’s death was also present, and difficult to ignore. This was a great opportunity. He had been content to wait, but now that they were here, right in front of him? He couldn’t let this chance slip by. Isgurin’s task first, then Conrad and his master.

      He waited until they had passed a way down the street before starting after them. He already had to find one person of unknown location in this town. He had no intention of letting Conrad disappear now that he had so propitiously reappeared in his life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hinbruch was a big town, and looked prosperous to Conrad. The roads were wide, and cobbled for the most part, and the buildings were large and well-maintained. There was all the hustle and bustle of a place where enterprise was rewarded, and the streets were crowded with citizens and visitors going about their trades.

      The town was the last settlement of any size on the road south to Ostenheim, and was an important trade hub as a result. It was also the first port of call for Ostian soldiers any time the two countries went to war. That had not happened for some time, but had been a regular occurrence in the not-so-distant past—and Conrad had little doubt it would be again in the future. Hinbruch had fared remarkably well, considering, but it did explain why the buildings looked so much newer than those in any of the other Ruripathian towns and cities he’d visited.

      ‘Where do we start?’ Nicolo said.

      Conrad glanced over at Petr. He had that heavily constipated expression on his face that people seemed to make when feigning deep concentration. He realised how much they were relying on the Grey Priest, how important a member of their team he really was, and how stupid it had been to endanger that over past grudges. He might not like the man, but he was vital to their search. That had to come first. Always.

      ‘I… I’m not sure,’ Petr said. ‘I thought I’d be able to sense a trace of the magic my brethren use. I do in a way, but it’s confused—scattered. It’s as if they’re deliberately trying to obscure it.’

      ‘Perhaps they’ve detected a threat?’ Qenna said.

      ‘That makes sense,’ Petr said.

      ‘Are you going to be able to cut through it to find them?’ Heidi said.

      Petr shrugged. ‘Given time.’

      ‘Time might be something we don’t have very much of,’ Heidi said. ‘Not if the demons have their agents here already, which we have to assume is the case.’

      ‘There’s only so much I can do.’ Petr said.

      ‘I hope it’s enough,’ Heidi said, echoing Conrad’s thoughts. He kept his mouth shut for fear of anything he said being construed as antagonistic.

      ‘I’m going to check in with the local Intelligencier commandery,’ Heidi said. ‘The rest of you get us some rooms at the Brazen Stag.’ She pointed at a three-story building with a brightly painted sign displaying a heavily antlered stag rearing up on its hind legs. The top two floors of the inn jutted out precariously over the front of the bottom one. ‘I’ve stayed there before. It’s clean and has decent food. It’ll serve us for the time being, while Petr narrows down our search. I’ll see you there.’

      She gave Nicolo a nod, and took an abrupt turn to the left.

      ‘Time for an ale, I think,’ Frantz said, a broad smile on his face. Conrad forced a smile. He knew he needed to be patient, to allow Petr the space to do what he needed to do, but all he wanted was to scour the city for the blood bearer, thirst after the long ride be damned.
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        * * *

      

      Petr declared he needed peace and quiet if he was to find his way through the confusion that the watchers in Hinbruch were creating to conceal themselves. It had taken only moments of sitting in the Brazen Stag’s lounge before Conrad could contain himself no longer. He could not sit still with so much going on, with so much at stake, even if there was little he could do to contribute to their progress at that moment.

      When no one was paying any attention, he told a servant to let the others know where he was going—to avoid any protests or arguments—then slipped out of the inn and into the town for a look around. He was seeking distraction rather than anything of substance. He knew it wasn’t the smartest thing he could do, but reasoned that the enemy would be focussed on searching for the blood bearer said to live here. He didn’t plan on going far, and resolved to turn and run at the first sign of any trouble, rather than stand firm and try to fight through it himself.

      He walked deeper into the town, arriving finally at its edge. Like many of the settlements Conrad had visited in Ruripathia, Hinbruch sat on a river. There was one intact bridge crossing it, and the skeletal remains of what looked like three others. What made Hinbruch different to the other river towns Conrad had visited was that it sat on only one side of the river.

      The river, the Hin, was the border with Ostia. On the other side of it, Conrad could see a farmer at work in a field. It struck him as odd that this man, not much farther away than he could throw a stone, was of a different nation, and would call him an enemy in times of war. Surely the farmer had far more in common with the people of this town than those of a city far to the south?

      The size of the nations in the south, and the personal identity they conferred across such great distances, was something Conrad viewed with ambivalence. He knew it was no different to how the people of his old village, Neuendorf, had viewed those of the village next to it, often their sparring partner in games of power and territory. It was simply the scale of it that he could not reconcile himself with. He had known everyone in Neuendorf, if not on first-name terms, then by sight. A nation seemed to unify complete strangers, and make enemies of people a stone’s throw away.

      Conrad had lived nearly half his life in the south, and he wondered if he would ever feel that sense of belonging and identity. Part of him hoped he would—he would enjoy the sense of belonging it brought—but another voice within hoped he wouldn’t, that he could continue to revel in lacking the obligations that the notion of loyalty imposed and the sense of freedom that gave him.

      He continued along the riverbank, which was lined with brightly coloured, gabled buildings. Each city, town, and village seemed to have its own distinct character. The sights, sounds, and smells always had a unique flavour, making it just a little bit different to anywhere else. Conrad wondered what the buildings were. Some were clearly dock warehouses, whilst others were homes. It had been a long time since he’d had a home, or known what one had really felt like. His quarters at the palace, and then the academy, had never felt like more than a temporary lodging—just like the room he was going to be sharing with Frantz in the Brazen Stag.

      He stopped in front of one house—three stories with a gracefully arched gable, painted in light blue with white trim—and wondered what it would be like to live there; what it would be like to have a normal life, with family and friends, rather than the façade of one. Instead, he had a life where no matter how normal it felt, no matter how much he might try to convince himself it was possible to lead a normal life, he always had the lingering fear of what might seek him out, a hatred of whatever power it was that coursed through his veins. It was of no use to him, but rather a curse of which he feared he would never be free. At least not until they had destroyed the demons. And that was something no one before them had managed to achieve. If heroes like Jorundyr and Ulfyr had fallen short, how could he and the others be expected to succeed?

      His descent into despair was halted in its tracks as the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. He turned and scanned the street behind him. It wasn’t magic. For a moment, he had the oddest sensation of being watched.

      There were people moving up and down the street, many of whom were bound to have cast their gaze on him, but there was more to the feeling than that. He knew he was edgy—perhaps that was all it was?

      He realised his hand was on the hilt of his sword, ready to draw. If people had not been looking his way before, they certainly were now. It was the type of pose that brought the Town Watch down on you, so he released his grip, and forced himself to relax.

      It was daylight, and they’d yet to encounter a demon in the open any later than dawn or earlier than dusk. A cutpurse wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility, although they’d be foolish to try their luck against a man with a rapier at his waist—the mark of a banneret and trained warrior.

      He remained still and watched a moment longer, scanning every corner and doorway—anywhere someone might conceal themselves—but eventually, he shook his head and damned himself for his paranoia.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Manfred’s heart had leapt into his throat when Conrad turned suddenly. He’d had to dive down a side alley between two warehouses, and had landed in a puddle containing far less pleasant things than just water and mud. He swore at himself for taking the risk of following Conrad, but after he had seen his former classmate walk out of the inn they were apparently staying at, curiosity had gotten the better of him. Along with the temptation for a quick and quiet act of revenge.

      Worrying that Conrad might backtrack and check the alley, Manfred got to his feet, doing his best to wipe himself clean as he did. He set off down the alley, hopeful that it wouldn’t turn out to be a dead end.

      He wondered what the chances were that Conrad would have recognised him even if he had seen him. It had been a long time, after all, and it had taken Manfred time to be certain it was Conrad. Diverting his energy from the task Isgurin had given him, to settle an old score struck him as a foolish thing, no matter how tempting it was. What fate would await him if he failed Isgurin’s task through tying himself up in righting the wrongs that had been done to him and his family?

      There would be time for that, but it would have to wait until he’d done what Isgurin wanted. He might even have some extra magical powers in his medallion by way of reward by then.

      One way or the other, he needed to keep his priorities in order, and there was no mistaking what that entailed. But there was now the added urgency of having his rival in close proximity, which meant he had little time to bring his plans into action.

      As Isgurin had promised, Manfred did sense something different about the Fount in the city, but rather than it being a matter of ‘you’ll know it when you see it’, it was adding to his confusion.

      There was not a blue, glowing arrow pointing him on his way—instead it felt as though there were hundreds of arrows, all pointing in different directions. They were different from the regular flowing nature of the Fount, as Isgurin had promised, but they made absolutely no sense to Manfred. Was he doing something wrong? He was reluctant in the extreme to contact Isgurin to ask for tips, but he was struggling to come up with an answer to this problem.

      All he could do was hope that by the time he’d attended to his other loose ends—and changed his clothes—an answer would present itself.
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        * * *

      

      Conrad was left unsettled by the imagined watcher when he returned to the Brazen Stag. He was worried—what sane person wouldn’t have been?—but it was clearly getting on top of him, and that wasn’t a good thing. The sooner they had the blood bearer in safe custody, the better it would be for everyone.

      Nicolo, Qenna, and Frantz were sitting in the inn’s lounge when Conrad walked in. There was no sign of Heidi or Petr.

      Nicolo cast him a displeased look, something Conrad had been expecting.

      ‘Don’t do that again,’ Nicolo said. ‘Going out on your own was stupid. If you needed some air, one of us could have gone with you. I don’t want to sound like your nanny, but with the way things are, we can’t take that type of risk.’

      Conrad was too tired and anxious to argue with him, so he nodded and apologised. The truth was, he’d needed some time on his own as much as he’d needed some air, but he didn’t know how to say that without causing more problems within the group dynamic, which he’d already rocked.

      ‘Good,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Any progress?’ Conrad said.

      Nicolo shook his head.

      ‘Petr is still up in his room rubbing his divining rods together,’ Frantz said. ‘I’m sure he’ll have something soon enough.’

      Qenna let out a sigh. ‘I’ll be glad when we have all this behind us. I’d like to fight something other than a demon for a change.’

      ‘Be careful what you wish for,’ Nicolo said. ‘I’ve had my fill of that, too, but I’m sure we’ll all have at least one more helping before we hang our swords up for good.’

      Demons were all Conrad knew. In that moment, he couldn’t imagine a life where he’d be doing the ordinary soldiering that his classmates at the academy had before them. That he’d thought he might have before him, too. He supposed there was more virtue in slaying a creature of evil made real than a man who happened to have picked the other side—still, he’d have preferred no demons at all.

      Heidi walked in and slumped down in one of the lounge’s armchairs. Conrad had noticed she had a way of making herself seem completely at ease and in control of every situation, wherever she found herself, even when it was somewhere as mundane as the lounge of an inn.

      ‘Well, my lot didn’t have the first idea of what I was talking about,’ she said. ‘So, nothing worthwhile there. They’re on notice that we’re here, and at least we have their support available to us now.’

      ‘Not a completely wasted effort then,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Nothing from Petr?’ Heidi said.

      They all shook their heads.

      ‘Wonderful,’ she said. ‘We’d just better hope that the demons haven’t gotten to the blood bearer first. I don’t like sitting still, but beating the street in the hopes of turning something up isn’t likely to yield results. These people have been keeping themselves concealed for a very long time, and they seem to be very good at it. For all we know, the blood bearer could be the girl at the bar. There’s little to be gained wasting the energy when we could walk right past the person we’re looking for and not know.’

      Just then, Petr appeared, looking far more tired than Conrad had ever seen him.

      ‘I think I have something,’ he said.
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        * * *

      

      Manfred took a deep breath and tried to clear his mind. The medallion, and the powers it bestowed upon its wearer, responded to the wearer’s will. The less noise he had in his head and the more clearly he could focus on that one single desire, the more likely he was to obtain what he needed.

      Where in hells is this bloody person? didn’t seem to be having the desired effect, however.

      He sighed in frustration, and sought out the Fount with his mind. That was still a thrilling novelty, now that he had developed the ability to shut it off when he tired of it. Every surface around him took on that now-familiar blue coruscating glow, stronger in some places than others, and seeming to flow out of every living thing into the surroundings. It was fascinating to see, and to know it had been all around him for his entire life, though he was only now aware of it. How might he turn it all to helping him fulfil his ambitions, once he had completed Isgurin’s task and freed himself of that obligation?

      The swirls and swashes of blue energy took on a uniformity in the vaguest of ways, an order to random chaos. He found his excitement building each time he followed that order, hoping it would lead him to the people he sought, but on every occasion he met with a dead end, only to find another tantalising trail leading somewhere completely different.

      It was now obvious to him that the people he sought were deliberately manipulating their magic to throw any potential pursuers off the trail, but that didn’t present a solution. No matter how much he concentrated, no matter how much he focussed on his desire to find them or their trail, he was getting nowhere.

      That level of concentration was also getting harder to come by now that he knew his competition in this search was here in the town. He had no idea if they knew where the person was. Following them seemed to be an option, but he didn’t like the idea of being one step behind.

      It was clearly going to take him time to pinpoint his quarry, which meant he needed to buy himself that time. Some type of proactive action was called for, but he wasn’t ready to reveal his presence yet, nor the fact that Conrad and his pals had a rival. The longer they were unaware there was competition close and hot on the trail, the better.

      He left his room in the small inn where he was staying and headed for one of the taverns he’d been investigating before he’d spotted Conrad’s arrival in the town. It seemed like the most likely spot to employ a few sell-swords. If he was lucky, they’d manage to kill Conrad, or at least one or two of his comrades. Manfred wasn’t placing too much hope on that, however. All he wanted was a distraction. Something that didn’t seem too obviously connected to what they were looking for. Anything more than that was a bonus.

      That was more easily said than done, however. The easy option of making it look like a random attempted mugging was not open to him—not when the potential victims of the crime were a band of heavily armed and well-trained sell-swords themselves. Finding a pretext was eluding Manfred, but he wondered if there was anything they might actually fall for, given the mission they were on. If it were him, he would suspect any interruptions of being a planned effort to divert him from his goal.

      In the end, Manfred decided there was little to be gained by trying to dress up an attack as anything but what it was. Roughing them up a bit and hopefully killing one or two would slow them, and with luck make them more cautious in their movements. That was good enough. All he needed was to find men capable of doing the job. The Angry Boar tavern seemed like just the place for that.

      The tavern was located down a side street between two warehouses fronting onto the river. There was no sign outside, and it was very definitely not the type of establishment you happened upon and decided to take the opportunity to quench your thirst.

      Warm air fragrant with the scent of stale ale, sweat, and blade oil greeted Manfred when he went inside. He made straight for the bar without a sideways look, as though he’d visited the place a thousand times. Only after ordering a red ale did he turn and survey the clientele.

      The Angry Boar was where you went when you wanted someone floating face-down and making their way downriver to the sea by morning. The men who frequented such places tended to be twitchy around unfamiliar faces, so Manfred knew he needed to tread carefully. From their perspective, he could as easily be an agent of the Town Watch—or worse, an Intelligencier—as he might be a source of employment.

      He had enough experience of this type of place from his days working for the Gebardi in Ostia to know how best to attract the right sort of men. He took a purse of coins, placed it on the bar next to his freshly arrived mug of red ale, and waited.
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      They moved slowly through the streets, with Petr stopping at regular intervals to reassess their direction. The slow progress was making Conrad impatient—their goal felt so close at hand. The weight that would be lifted from his shoulders when one of the blood bearers was in safe-keeping was enormous. He craved it, and didn’t want to have to delay a moment longer.

      The evening was beginning to draw in, and with the sun having set behind the buildings, the day’s warmth gave way to the chill of the spring night, when the air had yet to take on its later-season warmth.

      ‘I reckon there’ll be a fog tonight,’ Frantz said, as they went.

      Conrad could already feel the damp in the air, coming up from the river a few streets away. There were fewer people about, and those still on the street were making haste for somewhere warm.

      ‘How are you doing, Petr?’ Heidi said.

      ‘It’s still very confused, but I think there’s something of a trail if you know what to look for. They want to stay hidden, but not from those of our Brotherhood.’

      He paused for a moment, causing the rest of them to halt a half-step ahead.

      ‘We’re on the right track,’ Petr said.

      Conrad noticed that Nicolo had his cloak pushed back to keep the hilt of his sword free, and his eyes were everywhere except where they were headed. Nothing could move without him seeing it. Conrad realised he needed to focus on the job first rather than dwelling on his desire to find the blood bearer, or they might never get the blood bearer. He pushed back his cloak to free his own sword, and started to scan the street.

      Petr stopped again. He stared out into the distance. Conrad had seen him do it before, and knew the priest was studying something very different in his mind’s eye, something the rest of them could not see. He wondered if his own presence might have an effect on whatever magic Petr was experiencing, if the power that ran in Conrad’s blood might distort the trail Petr was trying to follow.

      ‘I think that’s it,’ Petr said. ‘I think I’ve found them.’

      As Conrad turned to look at Petr for confirmation, he saw Nicolo draw his sword.

      There were seven men moving toward them at pace, their intent as clear from the looks on their faces as from the swords in their hands. In the true spirit of self-preservation, the few people on the street scattered and disappeared without so much as a sound. It wasn’t one of those panicked moments filled with people screeching and dropping their burdens as they scrambled over one another to get away; it was far more genteel. Everyone knew trouble was coming, and they were making as efficient an exit as they could. Conrad wondered if any of them might send for the Town Watch. Not that it mattered. Whatever this was, it was going to be over long before any watchman arrived.

      Conrad drew his sword, and looked to the others to see how they were responding. Despite all his training, this was Conrad’s first proper street fight, and now that he was faced with it, he wasn’t at all sure how it would proceed. Would words be exchanged first? There was no question of them fleeing, or the approaching men having a change of heart. The moment seemed to slow, as when two wagons were destined for collision and there was no power in the world that could prevent it from happening.

      Petr backed away. Heidi had her sword out, and looked as eager for a fight as any of the men approaching. The flush of excitement at finally having the chance to let loose the skills he’d been perfecting for so many years surged through Conrad’s veins.

      As it transpired, no words were exchanged. These men were very obviously on a mission that left no room for negotiation. The lead attacker went straight for Nicolo, who reacted with the speed and grace characteristic of Ostian swordsmanship. Conrad wondered how they’d manage the extra assailants, seeing as Petr wasn’t much use with a sword.

      His question was answered quickly as Nicolo and Qenna each moved to intercept an extra attacker, plying their very different styles of swordplay with brutal efficiency.

      Conrad moved to take on one of the men himself. His attacker was as eager to join battle as he was, but he didn’t lunge in blindly as Conrad thought he might. The man bounced on the balls of his feet, sword out in front, the tip flicking this way and that as he tried to invite Conrad to action.

      Conrad might have been fresh from the academy, but he wasn’t about to be baited like that. He feigned relaxation and smiled at the man, who took this as his opportunity to strike. With a quick step and a parry to the left, Conrad deftly pushed the man’s blade aside, and allowed the weight of the man’s attack to carry him past.

      A neat slash down on the back of his opponent’s head was what Conrad had planned to put this quick encounter to an end, and in a fashion he was sure would impress Nicolo and the others. What he hadn’t counted on was the elbow in the ribs he got as the man passed him. It doubled him over, taking the wind from his lungs. He staggered back as he tried to get some air into them again, his sword held out ineffectually in front of him.

      You’re not at the academy anymore, you complete plonker, Conrad told himself, when his screaming lungs finally eased enough to allow him to construct another thought.

      This time it was the man’s turn to smile. With rough stubble and worn fighter’s clothing that fitted neatly enough to leave no errant fabric available for a tug or pull, this was clearly a man who’d seen action in his time. Conrad was faced with the harsh realisation that any man using a rapier had studied at an academy, and those still alive had probably learned a few things in the years since.

      The sounds and distractions of the other mortal fights going on around him faded into the distance as Conrad focussed on the man before him, and gave him the respect he deserved.

      The man pounced, firing in thrust after lightning-fast thrust, forcing Conrad back along the street as he summoned up every ounce of speed he possessed to parry the blows. These weren’t the type of attacks intended to score points at the academy—these strikes were intended to kill.

      Conrad’s confidence started to slip away as he wondered when the man was going to let up with his deluge of attacks—surely he couldn’t keep this up forever?

      Conrad fought to make sure his blade was where it needed to be to keep him alive, but the ferocity of the attacks continued. Then a thought slipped into his mind, one that made him see red. This man saw he was young, and he had already gotten away with a cheap shot—he thought Conrad was an easy target. The notion made Conrad’s blood fizz with anger.

      He continued to skip backwards, parrying a little more slowly—only just quickly enough to do what needed to be done, but sending the signal that he was being worn down. He had learned well at the academy that swordplay was as much strategy as it was skill. Whether this man held him in enough contempt to fall for the ruse was another question, but the intensity of his attacks suggested that this man was either a star of the arena who took sell-sword jobs as a hobby, or he was over-extending himself with the belief he was fighting an inferior opponent.

      Conrad left an opening, and the man took it. Conrad dodged and riposted—a neat and direct thrust at where he expected the man’s heart to be—and that was it. Conrad pulled his sword out of the man’s chest with a twist and did his best not to dwell on the look of surprise on the man’s face, as he dropped his sword and pressed his fingers against the wound on his chest that had killed him, even if he was not quite there yet.

      Conrad turned to see how the rest of them were faring. Qenna was dealing with only one opponent now, while Heidi appeared to be bringing proceedings to a close with her assailant. Frantz seemed equally matched, trading strike, parry, and riposte with his foe. Nicolo was still bouncing between two adversaries, however, so Conrad headed to help him.

      It was all too clear what these men were about, so Conrad had no compunctions about directing a thrust with lethal intent at one of the men Nicolo was fighting.

      The man spotted Conrad’s blade out of the corner of his eye in the nick of time. He pulled back a thrust at Nicolo and skilfully turned it into a parry that knocked Conrad’s blade from its line, scoring a mere cut across the man’s side rather than the fatal blow he’d intended.

      His attention now on Conrad, this man didn’t seem like he was making the same assumptions his comrade had. They traded blows for a while, but Nicolo and his flamboyant style had clearly taken the wind out of the man’s lungs. The man’s blade was not quite so quick, not quite so precise, and there was a perceptible shake in the tip of his sword when he held it at guard.

      Conrad upped the intensity. With a stamp of his foot to mark each thrust, he drove the man several paces down the street, varying the target of his strikes up and down and from side to side to wear down the already faltering stamina of the man’s sword arm. Aware that he himself had just played a ruse that had looked very much like this, Conrad measured his attacks, seeking to press his opponent a little more with each one, rather than looking for victory with a single blow against an opponent he believed to be tiring.

      He watched each gap in the man’s defence as it appeared, calculating if it was a genuine opening or an invitation to get himself skewered. He upped the intensity once more, combining cuts and thrusts before taking a new line of attack intended to exhaust his foe. The man’s defence came ever slower, and any hint of riposte faded into distant memory. Conrad feinted low, then changed the angle of his attack up, catching the man through the throat.

      It was a painful wound, and a slow way to die, so Conrad pulled his blade to the side, severing the artery and giving the man a quick end.

      By the time he turned back to face the others, Frantz was pulling his blade free from a body on the ground, and the others were catching their breath.

      ‘I’d have a hard time believing that was a completely random encounter,’ Nicolo said when he had enough wind to speak.

      ‘Not a chance,’ Heidi said. ‘Looks like the competition is already here, and they know we are too.’

      ‘It was the assumption we always had to hold,’ Qenna said. ‘At least confirmation saves us having to wonder any longer.’

      ‘We’ll have to keep our wits about us,’ Nicolo said. He cast Conrad a glance. ‘Thanks for lightening the load.’

      Conrad had to force himself not to break into a smile at the acknowledgment, limiting himself to what he felt was a more appropriate and grown-up nod.

      ‘Now that we know they’re here,’ Nicolo said, ‘we’re left with a new assumption. Which is that they’re a few steps ahead of us. Petr, do you still have a sense of where we need to go?’

      He nodded. ‘Yes, I can see the pattern in what the watchers are doing now.’

      ‘Good,’ Heidi said. ‘We need to move quickly. Shall we?’
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      They were running through the streets now, aware that every second might allow the demons and their agents to get to the blood bearer before they did. It was a result Conrad couldn’t bear to think about.

      ‘How far?’ Frantz said. He was panting hard, and seemed to be in far worse shape than Conrad had thought. He had always been one to burn the candle at both ends, sitting up late playing cards and drinking long after the others had gone to bed. Conrad could remember how half the officers at the palace had avoided him like the plague—they had all lost money to him at cards, and had no desire to lose more. It had never seemed to have the slightest effect on him before, but it looked like that lifestyle was finally starting to catch up with him.

      ‘Not far,’ Petr said. ‘Just around the next corner.’

      Frantz let out a gasp and fell to his knees. Conrad felt a flash of annoyance that his friend’s dissolute lifestyle was getting in the way of their mission. But the feeling disappeared when he saw the blood seeping from between Frantz’s clasped fingers.

      Nicolo rushed to his side and tried to pull Frantz’s hands away from the wound.

      ‘Don’t stop for me, Captain,’ Frantz said through a forced smile. ‘I’ve dished out enough of these to know what it means.’

      Nicolo looked down at the wound. ‘Gods damn it!’ He looked up and around at the others, a look of despair on his face. ‘Petr, the Grey Priests can heal—help him!’

      Petr knelt down, his eyes widening when he saw the extent of the wound. Conrad felt a sick feeling building in his gut.

      ‘I… There’s nothing I can do,’ Petr said. ‘Even a more powerful healer than me would only be able to ease his pain.’

      ‘Do that, at least,’ Nicolo said, grabbing Petr’s arm. ‘Help him however you can.’

      Frantz’s face had gone pale, his eyes glassy. Conrad felt utterly powerless as he stood there, looking down at his friend as the life drained out of him. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He didn’t want to believe.

      Petr placed his hand on Frantz’s chest, and the strained look on Frantz’s face seemed to relax. He wasn’t conscious anymore, and Conrad realised he never would be again. Grief took hold of him with a suffocating grip.

      Nicolo held Frantz’s hand until it went slack, then turned his face away.

      ‘We need to keep moving,’ Heidi said. ‘If we don’t, this will all have been for nothing.’

      ‘Give me a moment, damn it,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘She’s right,’ Qenna said. ‘We might not have a moment.’

      ‘We can’t just leave him here,’ Nicolo said. ‘Not again. Not like Henni.’

      ‘This isn’t like Henni,’ Qenna said. ‘We can come back for him when we’re done. He’ll still be here.’

      Nicolo took a deep breath, then nodded. He laid Frantz’s hand gently on his chest, and they started off in the direction Petr led. They turned a corner and had run partway down the narrow cobbled lane when Petr stopped abruptly.

      ‘Here,’ he said. ‘I think they are here.’ He turned to face a nondescript door in the row of buildings. ‘What now?’

      ‘We go in and introduce ourselves,’ Heidi said. ‘Perhaps you should lead the way, being one of the Brotherhood and all.’

      Petr nodded, and knocked on the door. It swung open.

      Nicolo pushed past Petr and went inside. Conrad followed close behind.

      It took a moment to digest the interior. It looked to Conrad as though a bull had stampeded through the house. No, a herd of bulls. It took him a moment longer to spot the body.

      Nicolo had seen it too, and checked on it. ‘He’s dead,’ Nicolo said. He looked over at Petr, who had just come in. ‘Is this one of them?’

      Petr studied the body a moment, then nodded.

      ‘Where’s the blood bearer?’ Nicolo said. ‘Would they have been here with their watchers?’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Petr said. ‘Perhaps?’

      ‘Search the place quickly,’ Nicolo said. ‘See if there’s anything that can help us.’

      His sword guiding the way, Conrad moved into the next room. It too had been thoroughly turned over, but there was another body. He walked over and nudged it with his foot, then got the fright of his life when it moved and let out a groan.

      ‘This one’s alive!’ Conrad shouted.

      The room filled quickly, with Heidi and Petr taking the lead.

      ‘Give him some water,’ Heidi said, as Petr cradled the man’s head in his lap.

      The man had been beaten bloody, and Conrad couldn’t even begin to work out what he might have looked like without all the injuries to his face. There were undoubtedly many other injuries concealed beneath his clothes, and Conrad didn’t hold out much hope for his survival.

      Petr poured some water from his flask over the man’s split and swollen lips.

      ‘Can you hear me, brother?’ Petr said.

      The man let out a gurgling murmur.

      ‘I can’t make out what you’re saying,’ Heidi said.

      ‘I don’t think I can use my magic again so soon to help him,’ Petr said. ‘I was never very good at it, even in the best of times.’

      ‘We’re friends,’ Heidi said. ‘We’re here to help. Petr is one of your Brotherhood.’

      Petr took the wounded man’s hand, held it tight, and closed his eyes. The man moaned again, and his eyes opened a crack. He looked from Heidi to Petr, and something vaguely resembling a smile formed on his face.

      ‘Brother,’ he said in a strained whisper. ‘Thank the gods.’

      ‘We need to know where the blood bearer is,’ Petr said. ‘We need to stop the people who did this to you from getting to them.’

      ‘I… I told them the wrong place,’ the man said. He let out a noise Conrad thought was meant to be a laugh, but it didn’t sound in any way jovial. ‘She’s on the next street over. The green door. You have to protect her.’

      ‘We’ll do our best,’ Petr said.

      ‘You must warn the watchers in Ostenheim,’ the man said. ‘You must warn them. But I know not where the last blood bearer is, may the gods protect them.’

      It took Conrad a moment to realise the man was talking about him. He wasn’t sure if he should take solace in the fact that they didn’t know where he was. Anonymity was something that was hard to come by these days. It seemed the other was in Ostenheim, however.

      ‘We will,’ Petr said. ‘I swear it.’

      ‘Go in peace, brother,’ the man said. With that, he died.
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        * * *

      

      Manfred looked up to the sky, but there was no need to confirm that the sun was nowhere to be seen. Gas lamps and, where the importance of the street justified them, magelamps were starting to light. In any event, Manfred didn’t really care if Isgurin caught a bit of sunburn. His only concern was completing the task the demon had assigned him.

      He glanced up and down the street to confirm this was the only blue door, paid off the two men he’d hired to beat the information out of the two watchers, then sent them on their way. Only when they had vanished from sight did Manfred reach for the medallion he wore around his neck.

      It took only a firm grasp and a clear thought to do what needed to be done. He had no idea if Isgurin was near, or why he had insisted on being here for the final step himself rather than just passing the responsibility over to Manfred. It wasn’t up to him to make those decisions, however, and he was always hesitant to ask questions because of not really wanting to know the answers.

      Isgurin appeared out of nowhere as usual, the now-familiar swirl in the darkness coalescing into solid form.

      ‘You have found what we seek?’ Isgurin said, as soon as he was solid enough to form the words.

      ‘I have,’ Manfred said, doing his best to conceal the satisfaction he felt at accomplishing it in so short a time. ‘Through this door. I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to apprehend the individual, or if you would prefer to do that yourself.’

      ‘It makes little difference,’ Isgurin said. ‘The locating was your chief task. From that point, the end result is all that matters.’

      Manfred was tempted to ask why Isgurin wanted this person, but reminded himself again that he really didn’t want to know.

      ‘They are in this building,’ Manfred said, pointing to the blue door.

      Isgurin stepped toward it, then stopped. ‘Are you certain?’

      Manfred nodded, but a seed of doubt was sown in his belly. ‘That’s what the watchers told me,’ Manfred said. Might they have lied? He had beaten the location out of the two of them separately, and they had given the same answer in the moment he would have expected the truth—when he had tempted them with the prospect that they might live through this encounter. He nodded again, doing his best to look more certain than he felt.

      Isgurin looked at the door and frowned. He turned his gaze on Manfred, then smiled in that chilling way of his.

      ‘Not this door,’ Isgurin said. ‘That one.’ The creature pointed at a door farther along the street.

      Manfred’s satisfaction at having almost completed his task drained away.
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        * * *

      

      They left Petr with the dying watcher. Conrad felt bad that they’d needed to abandon Frantz where he had fallen—but as Qenna had said, he would still be there when they returned, unlike Henni, who had fallen to the demons, and possibly risen as one of them. The thought of that still drove a dagger into Conrad’s soul, so he pushed it from his mind.

      The next street over was not far, and as the watcher had promised, there was only one building with a green door. They gathered at the doorway, Nicolo and Heidi leading the way. Conrad realised he was occupying the position that would have been Frantz’s. His heart tightened at the thought.

      ‘Should we knock first?’ Conrad said.

      Nicolo looked at him with a blank expression on his face, and they both looked to Heidi. She shrugged, and rapped on the door with her knuckle before stepping back and kicking the door in.

      The room was empty but for a little rough furniture—a table and some chairs in the corner, a sideboard along one wall, a fireplace that was made, but not lit. It was as modest a room as Conrad could imagine. Like his own had done, this person’s bloodline had taken them a long way from the king who had originated it.

      He wondered at where the winds of time had taken them, and marvelled at the fact that, millennia before, his ancestor and this person’s ancestor had stood together to fight Fanrac’s tyranny. Brothers in arms, and now their two direct ancestors were complete strangers. The bond he shared with this person felt strange, yet powerful.

      Nicolo and Qenna had moved into a back room, while Heidi was slowly and carefully moving up the stairs, not making so much as a sound. If there was anyone up there, Conrad reckoned they would have reacted to the sound of the door being kicked in, but old habits died hard. So he followed her and did his best not to spoil her silent advance.

      They reached the top, which opened out into a room with windows looking out over the street, and another backroom. A shape caught Conrad’s eye, and his heart sank.

      ‘Here,’ he said. He walked into the backroom. An old woman sat next to a bed on a wooden chair, her lifeless eyes staring out to oblivion.

      ‘Tell me that isn’t who we’re looking for,’ Heidi said.

      Conrad shook his head. ‘It’s her.’

      ‘You’re sure?’ Heidi said. ‘How do you know?’

      ‘I’m sure,’ Conrad said. ‘I don’t know why, but I’m sure.’

      ‘Piss and vinegar,’ she said. ‘Piss and vinegar.’ She moved toward the bed as if she were about to give it a kick, but stopped herself and let out a deep sigh instead.

      Conrad walked over to the old woman and closed her eyes. He took some small solace in the fact that she did not seem to have died a violent death. She did not seem nearly so old as to have died of natural causes. For some reason, Conrad was certain of that also. It was as though something about the power that resided in their blood told the tale of what had happened.

      A demon had been here. Recently. Conrad could sense the fact as clearly as if it had left a foul stench in its wake. There was more to it, though. A sensation gripped him of which he could not make sense. It was one of great sorrow, as though he was witnessing the death of a loved one in the most tragic of ways. It was the end of something that had lasted for thousands of years.

      ‘Are you all right?’

      It took Conrad a moment to realise that she was speaking to him.

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Just lost in my thoughts.’

      The others appeared at the doorway. Nicolo’s eyes flicked from the old woman to Heidi and Conrad.

      ‘Damnation,’ he said.

      ‘It’s not over yet,’ Heidi said. ‘We know roughly where the other blood bearer is, and let’s not forget that we already have one under our protection.’

      Conrad forced a smile, but his stomach twisted with the attention that was now on him.

      Nicolo nodded and smiled. ‘We’ll have to start taking better care of you, lad.’

      That was the last thing he wanted to hear. He wanted to take his place as one of them, not to be a continued burden. What more did he need to do?

      ‘We’ll have to do it on the road,’ Heidi said. ‘As soon as we’ve attended to Frantz, we’re headed for Ostenheim.’
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      ‘You’ve done well,’ Isgurin said. ‘It took your predecessor much longer than we liked. You took far less time.’

      Manfred allowed himself a smile.

      ‘You made a mistake, however, and that cannot go unremarked,’ Isgurin said. ‘You were gullible and believed a lie. Had you gone blindly through the blue door, we might have been beaten to the prize. You must do better than that in our master’s service.’

      Manfred shuddered, at both the threat implicit in Isgurin words and at the image burned into his mind: the evil creature leaning over a helpless woman, using a larger version of the medallion Manfred wore to drain the life from her. In moments she had aged from her twenties to old age, though Manfred suspected she had died almost instantly.

      All she had been able to do was stare helplessly into Isgurin’s face as the life left her eyes, while the medallion with three spirals did its work.

      ‘I won’t make the same mistake again,’ Manfred said, snapping his mind back to the here and now.

      ‘No,’ Isgurin said. ‘You won’t, because my king commands that you be made to remember your errors.’

      Mild pain welled in Manfred’s temples, quickly growing in strength until it felt as though someone were driving a red-hot spike through his head. He fell to his knees and pressed his hands against his temples as if it might ease his suffering in some small measure. It didn’t.

      Manfred let out an agonised whimper—it was all his pain-shattered body could muster. Then he toppled onto his side and curled up into a ball.

      The pain spread through his body. It was as if he had been cast into a cauldron of boiling oil. He wanted to scream until his throat was raw, but he couldn’t. Life without this searing pain seemed a distant memory. Pain was the only existence. The only thing he could know. Until his king showed his magnanimity and ordered it to stop.

      Then stop it did.

      Manfred remained where he was for a few moments longer, wondering if it was truly over. Once he had caught his breath, he got to his feet, remarkably none the worse for his experience.

      Isgurin stood before him, watching with that weak facsimile of a smile on his face.

      ‘Our king is harsh, but just,’ Isgurin said. ‘Mistakes are punished, but success is rewarded.’ He gave a slight wave of his hand, barely enough to require effort, as if what it represented was but the smallest of matters on his mind.

      Manfred felt better than he ever had. He felt alive, full of joy and energy, like he could take on the whole world, and win.

      ‘You will find there are some additional boons which you will be able to draw upon in your medallion,’ Isgurin said. ‘Being able to tell falsehood from truth is one, as you seem to be unable to do so otherwise. Continue to please our king, and many more will follow. You now also know what the taste of failure is. Do not allow yourself to forget it.’

      Manfred nodded. The thought of experiencing that pain again made death seem like a gift.

      ‘We have done much,’ Isgurin said, ‘but there is more still to do. There is another individual we have to find.’

      ‘Where do I start?’ Manfred said.

      ‘The trail is colder,’ Isgurin said. ‘We have agents searching, but they have not made as much progress as your predecessor did here in the North. What we know is that this person is descended from a king who reigned in the South, but that was many, many centuries ago. That king’s line may have moved anywhere since then. All I know is that his descendant still draws breath, and our king desires we find them.’

      It seemed like an impossible task. There was a vast amount of land to the south. He could spend the rest of his life searching. Without the head start provided by his ‘predecessor’, Manfred had no idea if he’d ever have found the first person.

      ‘I will commune with my agents, and provide you with whatever information they have uncovered.’

      ‘Where did this ancient king rule?’ Manfred said.

      ‘From the city you now call Ostenheim,’ Isgurin said. ‘I believe you are familiar with it.’

      Manfred forced a smile and nodded. ‘I am.’

      ‘Good. You may rest a while until I have need of you again.’

      Isgurin turned and walked away, but he had faded into the night far sooner than the darkness could have concealed him.

      Manfred felt a shiver run down his spine. Had he been a fool to think this one task was all that would be asked of him? Of course. But there was nothing he could do about it now, nor could he have refused when Isgurin first put the proposition before him.

      Another thing occurred to Manfred—Isgurin had started referring to ‘our king’. Manfred couldn’t recall exactly when he’d started doing this, but he was sure the demon had originally said ‘my king’. It sent another rumble of worry through Manfred’s bowels. What did this mean? Was he now in thrall to some ancient demon king he’d never even seen?

      He shook his head, trying to empty it of all the nonsense his overactive imagination was churning out. None of it would do him any good.

      He didn’t like the idea of being in service to a king who would, at the slightest hint of error, turn on him and unleash a torrent of pain. Manfred didn’t like the idea of being in service to anyone. At all.

      The only question that remained was how in hells to get himself out of this mess. Could he? Might they release him when he had finished the tasks they needed doing? He suspected there would always be more.

      Manfred chewed his lip for a moment. It wasn’t a question of whether or not he could get free of them—he had to. The fact that he was working for a demon at all was utter madness, but to be in thrall to one? There was no way he could idly allow that to happen. But how to break free from them?

      He started to walk back to his lodging in the city—an inn by the river gate in a quiet part of the city, a place where he was unlikely to be spotted by Conrad and his friends.

      For a brief moment, he wondered if they had happened upon the watchers yet, or the woman. He was certain they were looking for them, and the thought that he had gotten there first was deeply satisfying, no matter the implications it might have for him and his future.

      As he walked, it occurred to him that his being viewed as an ally—he refused to think of himself as a servant, even if that was what he really was—was an advantage. He couldn’t imagine many people resisting Isgurin and his king once they’d fallen under the spell of their powerful magics. That meant the element of surprise would be his.

      He barked out a laugh of incredulity, then looked around in embarrassment to see if he had caught anyone’s notice. The street was dark and empty. Any surprise he might spring would be similar to what a person felt when an ant bit them, proving something so small could cause hurt to something so much bigger and more powerful. Manfred smiled.

      The only issue with that analogy was that, very often, the ant ended up squashed under the hand of whomever they had just bitten. The key was to make sure he got swatted away, not squashed. Was that even possible? Taking the chance seemed like a better option than meekly accepting punishment whenever he failed to please his ‘king’.

      He wondered if there was a way to unlock the full potential of his medallion by himself. He had learned a little about it, and how to use it to his advantage, before Isgurin ever came along. So had Manfred’s father. It didn’t seem beyond the bounds of possibility that he could access all its powers, given a little time.

      How much of that would he have, however? He doubted Isgurin planned to give him much time to rest.

      The medallions did seem to be key to it all, though. It was interesting that Isgurin had used that larger, three-spiralled medallion to drain and kill the woman, rather than the personal magic he seemed able to wield. What significance did that have? Manfred wondered if that might be the weakness, the place to strike.

      The idea settled the tumult in his stomach that had reigned supreme since Isgurin left him. It might be a dead end, but at least he had an idea regarding how he might get himself out of this mess.
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      There had been no more mention of a change in Conrad’s status as one of only two remaining blood bearers since departing Hinbruch. There hadn’t been much mention of anything at all as they rode south. Hinbruch weighed heavily on them all. They had been defeated, and had lost a comrade and friend.

      Frantz had always been the one to fill the long silences, even if he could get annoying at times. Conrad hadn’t realised how much he’d miss the glib comments until they were gone.

      Nicolo was the most notably silent. It felt like everyone else was staying quiet for his sake. Conrad had only vague memories of the time around Henni’s death. He could remember the incident itself with far more clarity than he liked—it was one of those things he wished he could forget, but it remained obstinately in the back of his mind waiting to remind itself to him whenever he allowed himself to dream of a life that didn’t involve demons or whatever it was they wanted from his blood.

      They had departed Hinbruch for another shadow from the past—the port of Rurhaven. It was the town that Burgess Werner—the man responsible for the first flare-up of demon activity—had carved out of the cliffs on Ruripathia’s southern coast. In so doing he had created the principality’s southernmost port, the one in which they were most likely to find a ship to take them south.

      ‘You’re sure this is a good idea?’ Nicolo said, as they sat atop their horses and surveyed the port.

      His voice was completely flat, robbed of any of its usual vitality. Conrad was starting to worry about him. As leader of their little band, he took the welfare of the people with him to heart. Although Conrad appreciated the trait, and took comfort in it, he wondered if it was the best trait for a leader of sell-swords. Dying was the result of a bad day at work for men like them.

      Nicolo been haunted by losing Henni, every day since his death. Conrad feared Frantz’s demise might break him.

      ‘It’s the fastest way to Ostenheim,’ Heidi said. ‘Even at this time of year.’

      The port had grown since Conrad had last seen it, the mole reaching farther out into the sea and shielding a number of ships in its lee. Back when it was still Burgess Werner’s private port, only his ships had been allowed take advantage of the fact that the waters were navigable for nearly a full extra month on either side of the winter freeze. Now it was in Crown hands, and it seemed to have prospered.

      ‘I wouldn’t usually consider taking a ship anywhere this early in the year,’ Heidi said, ‘but the ice runners should be sailing now and we’re in a rush.’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ Nicolo said. ‘I’ve heard that every season, half of the ice runners who go out are never seen again.’

      ‘I think it’s a little more than half,’ Heidi said, ‘but like I said, we’re in a hurry, and we’re already one loss down. I don’t want to think about what happens if we’re beaten a second time.’

      ‘She’s right,’ Qenna said. ‘This is a race, and one we can’t afford to lose. It’s worth the risk.’

      ‘And if we strike ice?’ Nicolo said. ‘Can you swim? Not that it would matter, considering how cold the water is.’

      Qenna frowned. Conrad shifted awkwardly in his saddle.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Nicolo said. ‘I didn’t mean to be sharp. How much time are we really likely to save?’

      Heidi took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. ‘It’s about five hundred miles. That will take us, what? Three weeks on the road? Assuming we make good time. Assuming the roads are in good condition. Assuming we don’t encounter any of the other common delays. The ice runners are the fastest ships around. It’s not just leaving early or late in the season that’s important to them, it’s being fast enough to get their cargoes to destination before any of the other captains. A runner could have us in Ostenheim in ten days. It’s not without risk, but in our line of business, what is?’

      They waited in silence for a moment until Nicolo nodded. ‘Fine. We’ve already used too much time getting here to turn back and take the road.’
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        * * *

      

      There was plenty about Rurhaven to remind Conrad of the docks district in Brixen—jetties and warehouses abounded. Space was at a premium here, surrounded as the city was by cliffs, so there wasn’t much of it wasted on niceties like wide streets, parks, public spaces, and the like.

      Conrad remembered the odd look the sailors had: Baggy britches, knives at their navels, arms and faces liberally covered in tattoos, and above all, the rolling, drunken walk most of them seemed to have.

      The last time they’d visited Rurhaven, they’d had a brief but savage fight with the sailors. Conrad had been far too young to take part, but even now, armed and with years of training, he could muster no enthusiasm for a melee like that.

      ‘Where do we find a ship?’ Nicolo said.

      ‘You find a captain,’ Heidi said. ‘There are a few places they frequent while they’re waiting for the right moment to leave. We’ll check on those first.’

      ‘Do you know of any?’ Qenna said as they trotted along the dock fronts.

      It was busy, with stevedores and sailors loading wherries tied up to the jetties, ready to take cargoes out to the ships at anchor in the harbour. There were a couple of ships tied up at the jetties, having their cargo loaded directly. Conrad wondered what earned them this prize placement. Skill or seniority seemed the most likely explanation, and Conrad hoped Heidi chose one of their captains.

      Conrad knew nothing about ships. The only other time he’d seen any ocean-going vessels was on his last visit here. On that occasion the harbour had been home to what were called ‘oceanmen’, enormous square-rigged ships that plied the Middle Sea and beyond, taking huge cargoes to be sold in foreign lands. There were none of those behemoths at anchor now. Rurhaven at this time of year was popular with the ice runners, as it gave them the earliest point of departure in the spring and the latest in the winter, when the Niepar wind blew in and froze the sea.

      Looking out at the gentle blue wavelets, Conrad couldn’t imagine what it would look like as ice. He knew he wouldn’t have to go far north to witness it firsthand, however.

      While the water might look clear and safe to navigate from the vantage point of his horse, Conrad knew that Nicolo was right. Out at sea, there was plenty of loose ice floating around, much of it big enough to pose a threat to the sleek vessels at anchor.

      Everything about these ships said speed, from the lines of their hulls to their raked-back masts. They all had figureheads beneath their bowsprits, although Conrad could only make out details of the ones on the ships tied to the jetty. Theirs were elaborately painted—one was of a woman, the other of a belek. He wondered how close to life the belek carving was—whether the craftsman had actually seen the subject matter of his creation.

      ‘We’ll try here first,’ Heidi said.

      Conrad looked up at the sign over the door of the building they’d stopped at. The Icy Spindrift. There was a painting of an icy swirl underneath the gilt words, but Conrad wasn’t sure what it was supposed to be.

      They tethered their horses to the post by the door, and Conrad felt the tension of anticipation that they’d ask him to look after the horses, as they had done in the past. No one did, but it occurred to him that Frantz might have, as a joke. Sorrow was a persistent and unwelcome travelling companion.

      When Conrad entered and surveyed the taproom, he saw nothing unusual about the Icy Spindrift other than the name, which he didn’t want to ask about for fear of appearing unworldly. The usual smells of smoke, ale, and people were joined by the faint tang of the sea that was the town’s signature scent.

      Heidi moved to the bar, and the rest of them followed.

      ‘Six ales,’ Heidi said. She frowned sadly. ‘Five. Five ales.’

      Nicolo kept looking around the taproom as though he hadn’t heard her, but he was closer to her than Conrad was, so he definitely had. They were walking on eggshells around him, more worried for him than for their own grief.

      The ales arrived quickly, and Heidi leaned with her back against the bar, surveying the crowd. There was no mistaking who the ice runner captains were: They were the celebrities of their profession. The most famous could expect an invitation to court, and the most successful could expect a place there.

      They stood in small groups with men and women Conrad took to be their officers. Occasionally the groups mingled, but it was always a short encounter. These crews seemed to like to stick together on shore as well as at sea. Conrad knew only too well how difficult it could be to navigate people who tended toward cliques—he’d experienced plenty of them while he was at the academy in Brixen. As a boy of Northland stock, he was an outsider. Even though hard work and ability had won him friends, that fact had never changed.

      The bar also had its fair share of sailors lounging around the taproom, marked out from their officers by the rougher way they dressed. After a few sips of ale and a little more time to consider his surrounds, Conrad noticed there was a heavy air of tension in the taproom.

      It gave him the urge to reach for his sword. He resisted it, knowing that sometimes that was the worst thing you could do. Were all of these sailors from different ships such bitter rivals? It seemed like a reasonable conclusion, but there was more to it than that.

      Conrad studied the room, careful now not to make it obvious. There was something different about this tension. He didn’t see the tell-tale signs that something was about to happen—there were no cross-ways glances, no weapons gripped white-knuckle beneath the tables. It wasn’t a fight that had these men on edge; it was something else.

      It took Conrad another moment to work it out—they were all waiting for the command from their captain that it was time to go. That was what had them all on the edge of their seats.

      ‘See any potential candidates?’ Nicolo said.

      Conrad noticed it had taken a half-mug of ale to get Nicolo talking.

      ‘Flip a coin,’ Heidi said. ‘Your guess is as good as mine. I didn’t have the chance to dig up any information on who the hot captains are right now. My hope is just that the especially reckless ones will have already set sail.’

      ‘An inspiring vote of confidence,’ Qenna said.

      ‘Every captain here is skilled,’ Heidi said. ‘They’ve all had to prove themselves at sea before investors will let them anywhere near an ice runner. The cargoes on these ships are always too valuable to put in the hands of a complete lunatic.’

      ‘Only partial lunatics need apply?’ Conrad said.

      She shrugged and smiled. ‘You have to be at least a little crazy to go to sea at this time of year.’

      ‘Wonderful,’ Conrad said.

      ‘Beggars can’t be choosers, Conrad,’ Heidi said. ‘That’s an important lesson to learn. We still have to get one of them to agree to take us south.’

      ‘Is that likely to be a problem?’ Nicolo said. ‘Surely they’d be glad of the extra money.’

      ‘You’d be surprised,’ Heidi said. ‘I spent a particularly dull banquet at the palace sitting next to a retired ice runner, who maintained that accounting for every ounce of cargo and placing it carefully within his ship’s hold to achieve the desired balance was the key to his success.’

      ‘I’m happy to sit wherever they want me to,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘I’m sure they’ll be grateful,’ Heidi said. ‘I’ll make that a key element in my approach.’

      Nicolo humphed. ‘So where do we start?’

      ‘That one looks as likely a candidate as we could hope for,’ Heidi said.

      The captain in question was standing with a group, seemingly in the middle of an intense conversation. She wore a fine velvet jacket of deep blue, with tails and white embroidery, over baggy linen britches and a pair of soft-looking leather boots. The jacket was pushed back at her left hip to display her sword—what Conrad would have referred to as a sabre, but which he understood nautical types called a ‘cutlass’.

      Heidi walked over to them purposefully. The captain turned and greeted her. Conversation ensued, but Conrad couldn’t hear what they were saying from his position. When the captain smiled, and started to shake her head as though she’d just heard the most ridiculous thing in the world, the meaning was clear enough. Then Heidi pushed back her cloak to highlight the sigil of the Intelligenciers on the pommel of her dagger, and the captain’s demeanour changed as quickly as if she had been doused with a bucket of ice-cold water. The smile disappeared and she began making beseeching gestures with her hands. Her head was still shaking, though.

      After a moment of that, Heidi turned on her heel while the captain was still mid-beseech, and returned to them.

      ‘Well, that one’s off the table,’ she said. ‘Anyone else want to pick the next?’

      ‘What did that one say?’ Qenna said.

      Heidi shrugged. ‘The expected nonsense. Carefully balanced cargo, no room for passengers, blah blah.’

      ‘Are we going to get that from all of them?’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Perhaps,’ Heidi said. ‘As we run out of options, I’ll have to start being a little more persuasive. If it comes to it, I can have enough Intelligenciers here within three days to empty out an ice runner and make sure there’s plenty of room for us—and we’ll still be there faster than taking the land route.’ She looked around. ‘That one.’

      Heidi walked over and launched into her pitch with another captain. Once again, Conrad couldn’t hear the conversation, but tried to judge the captain’s expression as it progressed. This one was dressed in a dark green velvet tailcoat, one that looked like it had seen more wear than the previous captain’s. Did that mean he was more experienced, or was he simply unable to afford a newer coat?

      Nicolo nursed his half-empty mug of ale and stared into the distance. Qenna sipped at his ale, grimacing with each swallow. While it certainly wasn’t the best ale Conrad had tasted, it wasn’t the worst either. It seemed Qenna had yet to develop a taste for the bitter brew. Considering how long he’d been in Ruripathia and the Northlands, Conrad doubted he ever would. He supposed it was something of an acquired taste, and he could remember his own first thoughts on it.

      He concentrated on Heidi’s conversation. She made her characteristic dagger-display move. The captain looked at her and smiled, then nodded. A nod. Conrad elbowed Nicolo.

      ‘I think she’s got him on the hook,’ he said. ‘Look.’

      They were still talking, but the conversation was punctuated with regular nods from both Heidi and the captain. Eventually Heidi took her purse from her belt, and hefted it in one hand. Conrad wondered how much their passage was going to cost them, but was quite sure the gratitude of the Intelligenciers was being bundled into the price. A final nod settled it, and Heidi returned.

      ‘Captain Sedlitz will take us,’ Heidi said, ‘but we need to hurry. He’s sailing on the next tide.’

      ‘When is that?’ Qenna said.

      ‘I’ve no idea,’ Heidi said. ‘So we better be ready when it arrives.’

      ‘Tides don’t arrive,’ Nicolo said. ‘They ebb and flow.’

      ‘Well,’ Heidi said. ‘I’m relieved to have an experienced man of the sea in our group. Now, shall we get to it? We don’t want to miss the ebb and flow.’
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      Manfred sat on his horse at the crossroads near Rurhaven, awaiting his lord and master. The notion filled his mouth with a bitter taste. The sooner he could rid himself of the foul creature, the better.

      Isgurin materialised out of the darkness. Manfred thought he could hear the faintest of hisses as the gloom coagulated to create Isgurin’s body.

      ‘I have confirmation that the watchers are in Ostenheim,’ Isgurin said. ‘We have not yet identified the bearer, but that will follow in due course. It is time to start moving south.’

      Manfred nodded. It was no more than he’d been expecting. During his brief release from Isgurin’s command, he’d made some inquiries about good ice runners in Rurhaven.

      ‘I’ll ride back to Rurhaven and take the next ice runner to depart,’ Manfred said.

      ‘No,’ Isgurin said. ‘You will travel by land.’

      ‘It will take twice as long,’ Manfred blurted out incredulously. ‘Three times, perha—’ He felt pain start to well in his temples. ‘If by land is what you want,’ he said, in a more measured tone, ‘then that is what I’ll do.’ The pain subsided, to be replaced by the grip of anxiety in his chest. Was this how their association was to go from now on?

      ‘It is not open for discussion,’ Isgurin said. ‘You will travel by land, and you will carry something with you on my behalf.’

      Manfred nodded.

      Isgurin held out a medallion on a chain. Even in the darkness, Manfred could see it was like the one he himself wore, with the spiral motif, and a red, eye-shaped jewel at its centre. Why was Isgurin giving him another medallion to carry? To give to someone in Ostenheim? Someone to replace him? What might that mean? Would Isgurin kill him once he served no further use? He realised he was delaying, and Isgurin hadn’t displayed much in the way of patience so far.

      Manfred urged his reluctant horse forward, and leaned down to take the medallion from Isgurin’s hand. He grasped it and made to withdraw, but Isgurin held onto the chain.

      ‘You will wear it next to your flesh, especially when you are crossing bodies of moving water,’ Isgurin said.

      The sound of the word ‘flesh’ coming from Isgurin’s fanged mouth made Manfred’s skin crawl.

      ‘Do you understand?’ Isgurin said, with a fervour that was both unexpected and unsettling. ‘Is what I have said clear to you?’

      ‘It is,’ Manfred said. ‘It is. Wear the medallion next to my skin whenever I cross a body of moving water. I understand.’

      ‘Good,’ Isgurin said, releasing the chain. ‘Make sure that you follow my instruction. This will be necessary for us to remain in contact while you are making your southward journey.’

      ‘I will,’ Manfred said.

      Isgurin allowed the chain to fall from his grasp. His malevolent, glowing red eyes remained fixed on Manfred. The threat was implicit. Manfred knew all too well what would happen if he failed to do as he was told.

      ‘We will reconvene in Ostenheim,’ Isgurin said. ‘Until then, fair travels. Do not tarry.’ He turned and walked into the darkness, and was gone before he had taken more than three steps.

      Manfred looked at the medallion for a moment. It was identical to his. What purpose might wearing it next to his skin serve? Would it do something to him? Was this Isgurin’s way of drawing Manfred ever more under his control? The sight of the thing in his gloved hand revolted him. The thought of having it next to his skin made him retch. There was no refusing the command, though. He knew too well now what that would mean.
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        * * *

      

      The Albatross’s first lieutenant was waiting for them when they arrived at the jetty. She wore a figure-hugging frock coat over her baggy linen britches, and a cocked hat sat at a rakish angle atop her head.

      ‘Heidi dal Bluchen,’ the Intelligencier said, extending her hand to the lieutenant. ‘These four are Nicolo, Qenna, Conrad and Petr. We’ll be joining you for the voyage south.’

      ‘Pleased to meet you, ma’am,’ the lieutenant said. ‘Gentlemen. I’m Lieutenant Brandt. One of the ship’s boats is on its way to collect us. Captain Sedlitz informs me that the ship will be raising anchor and setting sail as soon as we’re on board.’

      ‘Excellent,’ Heidi said.

      Conrad looked out at the ships and marvelled. He could feel his excitement building at the prospect of not only making his first sea voyage, but on an ice runner no less. They’d left their horses at Rurhaven’s livery, and Conrad wondered how long it would be before they were back to collect them.

      ‘So, Lieutenant Brandt, how long have you been at sea?’ Heidi said.

      The Albatross’s lieutenant glanced over, the high collar of her frock coat concealing the lower half of her face. She didn’t look that much older than Conrad, if at all, which might make her a fresh graduate from Ruripathia’s naval college. Conrad wondered how much experience that might give her. Then he wondered how he’d feel if someone questioned his ability due to his recent graduation from the academy, and stopped.

      ‘It’s my first cruise as a First Lieutenant,’ she said, ‘but I’ve five ice runs logged as Third and Fourth.’ She returned her focus to the approaching ship’s boat.

      Conrad followed her gaze. The boat seemed so small, and he wondered if they would all fit in it, along with the oarsmen who were propelling it.

      Despite the seemingly calm water, the boat was rocking a lot. More than Conrad would have expected. Much more. Choosing a sea voyage in favour of the land route suddenly didn’t seem like so good an idea.

      He watched the boat cross the harbour, bobbing about on the wavelets, and grew increasingly nauseated with each pull of the oars. By the time it pulled into the jetty, walking to Ostia seemed like a more attractive option.

      ‘All aboard,’ Lieutenant Brandt said.

      Heidi was the first to step onto the boat, which tipped as she put her foot on it. Conrad blanched. If it tipped that much under her weight, surely it would capsize under his?

      Nicolo and Qenna followed, both stepping in and taking their seats next to Heidi as though they had been born to the sea. Now it was Conrad’s turn. The oarsmen, burly fellows covered in tattoos stared at him. Was it too late to take the horses instead?

      Conrad put his foot on the boat and gently applied pressure. It didn’t budge. Perhaps the additional weight of his companions had stabilised it? He put his full weight down, and the boat dropped away beneath him. He wobbled, then stumbled, half-caught between the boat and the jetty.

      A firm hand grabbed him and pushed him across to the boat, and in the direction of the bench. He allowed his momentum to carry him there, then immediately sat, feeling sheepish at having needed help. All the more so under the amused gaze of the oarsmen.

      Lieutenant Brandt untied the line from the jetty and hopped aboard as nimbly as a cat, then took a seat by Conrad.

      ‘Push off,’ she said.

      The oarsmen on the jetty side pushed the boat off with their oars.

      ‘Port side row, starboard side back,’ Brandt commanded.

      The oarsmen started working their blades, and the boat began to spin on the spot. It was pointing at the anchored ships in no time, with Conrad feeling increasingly disoriented as it turned.

      ‘All oars, pull away,’ Brandt said.

      The boat lurched into motion as the oarsmen began straining against their oars. Conrad looked out at the water. The chop seemed so much bigger now that he was closer, and it certainly felt more powerful. His head swam like it had on the few occasions he’d had more mugs of ale than was sensible. He felt cold, and his tongue started to stiffen.

      ‘Here, chew on this.’

      Conrad looked over at Lieutenant Brandt, who was holding out a strange-looking object. The last thing Conrad wanted in that moment was to chew on anything, and certainly not something that looked like a potato that had gone horribly wrong.

      ‘It’s ginger,’ she said. ‘It’ll help. Spit out the peel, though. It ruins the flavour.’ She proffered the odd-looking thing again, and Conrad took it. As he did, he realised she was chewing something herself.

      He broke off a chunk and sniffed it. It smelt like ginger beer. Was this what it was made from? He popped it into his mouth and started to chew. He could feel the papery peel come off and spat it into his hand as discreetly as he could, then wondered what he should do with it. Would the oarsmen get angry with him if he dropped it and messed up their pristine boat?

      He decided he didn’t want to find out. The boat was too small to swing a sword, and he was confident these men would pound his skull to pulp with little difficulty. He held onto the half-chewed peel, and tried to focus on the hot, sweet flavour of the ginger.

      After a few swallows of ginger juice, he realised his stomach was starting to settle. He broke off another piece and offered the large chunk back to Lieutenant Brandt.

      ‘Keep it,’ she said. ‘You’ll have need of more before it gets better.’ She smiled. ‘I never set sail without a good supply.’
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        * * *

      

      The ginger had gone a long way to settling Conrad’s stomach by the time the oarsmen shipped their oars and the boat bumped up against the Albatross’s side, but had done little to alleviate how wary he was of the boat rocking any time he moved.

      Lieutenant Brandt threw lines up to the ship so the boat could be held tight, and gestured for them to start up the rope ladder that dangled down the Albatross’s side. Heidi stood up and began her climb without a moment’s hesitation, to be followed by Nicolo and Qenna, neither of whom showed the slightest difficulty with their constantly moving platform.

      Conrad didn’t want to damage their reputations any further than he already had, so when it came to his turn, he stood with as much confidence as he could muster. The movement caused the boat to rock as he had expected, and he was ready for it this time, making sure he stayed balanced. Once things had settled, he made for the ladder.

      The Albatross proved far more stable than the boat, and once Conrad was on the ladder it was easy going. He clambered up the wooden rungs of the rope ladder and levered himself over the top onto the ship’s deck. He looked about himself with a sense of satisfaction at his uneventful boarding, and began taking in the sights of an ocean-going ship.

      The first thing that struck him was that the Albatross was not nearly so big as she had seemed when he was observing her from the small ship’s boat. There was no space wasted on the wooden deck, from which two masts rose up like great trees bursting out of the ground. He looked up to their tops, and the great crossbeams hanging from them with the sails neatly bunched and tied along their lengths. There were small platforms on the mast at each of these crossbeams, with a network of ropes running in all directions, making it seem like he was looking up at a partially complete spider’s web.

      The ship narrowed sleekly to a neat bow with a long proud bowsprit projecting out in front. At the back, there was a raised platform, accessible by several steps. The ship’s wheel sat there, unmanned and waiting. There was a large grating on the deck between the masts, which Conrad took to be the cargo hold access. Behind the rear mast was a railing and a stairwell which led down below decks.

      ‘I haven’t been on a ship in quite a while,’ Nicolo said, looking around him. ‘And never an ice runner. She’s… compact.’

      ‘She’s certainly no oceanman,’ Heidi said, ‘but she’s better for our needs. This ice runner will be to Ostenheim and back before an oceanman would get there.’

      The deck was a hive of activity with the sailors moving about purposefully from task to task as they readied the ship for departure. With so many ropes to attend, Conrad wondered how the sailors knew which one they were looking for. They seemed to, though, as there was never a hesitation in their work.

      Lieutenant Brandt appeared at the Albatross’s side and vaulted over the rail onto the deck.

      ‘I’ll show you to your berths,’ she said. She gestured toward the stairwell Conrad had noted, then led the way.

      It was dark below decks, a contrast to the bright light of the spring morning outside. There was a strong smell of salt, wood, and tar, accompanied by a gentle but constant creaking that caused a pang of concern in Conrad’s gut. Was the ship supposed to be doing that? He took a discreet glance at Lieutenant Brandt, but she was either oblivious to it or paying it no attention. That was good enough for Conrad to assume it was all right.

      ‘We’ve none of the comforts of an oceanman,’ Brandt said. ‘Hammocks in this alcove are the best we can offer passengers.’

      She pointed to one of a number of alcoves running along the sides of the ship. They reminded Conrad of horse stalls. Some were filled with small crates, while others had hammocks like this one.

      There were six hammocks hanging from the roof in this alcove, all in close proximity to one another. Conrad wondered if they would be joined by any other passengers on this voyage.

      ‘You can put your things in that chest,’ Brandt said. ‘If you want it locked, I can rustle up a key for you, but we’re an honest crew and there’re far more valuable things onboard than anything you could fit in there. I’ll leave you to settle in. You can come up to the quarterdeck and join the captain when you’re done.’ She gave them a polite nod, then departed.

      Conrad watched her go, wondering if her eye had lingered on him a moment longer than it needed to. The thought made him smile.
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      Conrad claimed a berth and packed his things away as quickly as he could. He wanted to be up on deck as the Albatross set sail. Now that the ginger had settled his stomach and he’d started to get used to the gentle roll of the ship’s decks, the excitement he had felt at the prospect of his first sea voyage was starting to build once more.

      Conrad drew in a deep breath of fresh air as he emerged from the steps—or companionway, as Lieutenant Brandt had called it—onto the deck. The wind was brisk, and bitterly cold—the last vestiges of the icy Niepar wind that kept the north in its freezing embrace for most of the winter. His jacket, more than adequate to keep him warm on land, felt completely lacking and he envied Lieutenant Brandt her high-collared coat.

      He looked around and saw Brandt standing beside the captain at the wheel. They both looked important, standing there in sea-going oilskin coats that reached their knees and with cocked hats on their heads. Conrad felt a great sensation of envy as he watched them keeping a close eye on everything going on. A ship’s captain was master of their little realm, and Conrad marvelled at the places they must have seen and the places they could choose to go whenever the fancy took them.

      The deck was even busier now, and Conrad noticed that the ship’s boat had been lifted onboard. It sat upturned and lashed to the deck over the grating he had seen earlier.

      ‘Prepare to raise,’ Captain Sedlitz shouted. His voice sounded unnaturally loud, until Conrad saw he was using a brass speaking trumpet.

      On that order, the flurry of activity on the deck increased. Sailors scattered in all directions, leaving Conrad dizzy as he tried to keep track of what they were doing. He stayed by the companionway, keeping a steadying hand on the railing that surrounded the hole in the deck, doing his best to keep out of everyone’s way.

      Sailors started to swarm up the rigging, and Conrad realised the tarred nets of thick rope that ran from the ship’s sides up to the masts were to allow sailors to climb up, rather than just to hold the heavy masts in place.

      Another group appeared from a hatch at the bow of the ship, carrying wooden clubs. For a moment Conrad wondered if they were readying to repel boarders, but they slotted the clubs into a barrel-like protrusion on the deck in front of the foremast.

      ‘Capstan manned and ready, Captain!’ came a shout.

      ‘Raise anchor!’ Sedlitz said.

      The sailors strained at their clubs, and the barrel-shaped object—the capstan—started to turn.

      ‘Ready on the stays’ls!’ the captain said.

      There was a chorus of ‘ayes!’ from various parts of the ship.

      It took Conrad a moment to realise stays’ls was staysails. Not that he had any idea where those might be.

      ‘Anchor free, Captain!’ came a shout from the capstan, and Conrad could feel the boat suddenly come loose. It was an odd sensation, as though the Albatross was beginning to stir from slumber.

      ‘Raise the stays’ls!’ Sedlitz shouted.

      On the command, three triangular sails emerged from the bowsprit, running up the three lines that ran from it up to the foremast.

      There was a shout of ‘Anchor secured, Captain!’ from the bow.

      ‘Set stays’ls,’ Sedlitz barked.

      Sailors strained on lines, and the sails, which had been flapping lazily in the gentle breeze, were pulled taut. Conrad could feel the Albatross lean away from the breeze and start to move. She was filled with a feeling of power that coursed through every timber and line of the ship. Rurhaven started to drop away as the sound of splashing against the hull filled the air.

      ‘Steer a course for open water, Lieutenant Brandt,’ Sedlitz said. ‘You may set the main and fore royals, topgallants, and tops’ls once we’re clear of the mole.’ With that, he disappeared from view.

      Remembering the invitation, Conrad took this momentary lull in activity to make his way up to the quarterdeck. Once there, he took a firm grip of the rail and looked out to the open sea ahead.

      ‘First time at sea?’ Lieutenant Brandt said, standing with one hand on her hip and the other on one of the handles on the wheel. Despite seeming to have her attention on him, he could see her making constant small adjustments, as if she were steering by the way the Albatross felt.

      ‘Is it so obvious?’ Conrad said.

      She smiled and nodded. ‘I’m afraid so. You’re lucky to be taking it on an ice runner. These ships are like the finest thoroughbred horses. An oceanman is a worn-out carthorse by comparison.’

      It was clear to Conrad how proud she was to be on an ice runner. The ship certainly felt lively underfoot, and he knew the excitement he felt was not limited to him—he could sense it around him in Lieutenant Brandt, the crew, and even the Albatross herself.

      ‘You went to the Royal Naval Academy?’ Conrad said. He wondered in what ways the naval academy differed from his own military academy, beyond the seamanship aspects.

      Brandt nodded. ‘I apprenticed at sea at twelve, then went to the academy when I was seventeen.’

      Conrad nodded. He had apprenticed to Nicolo—and the others too, he supposed—at about the same age.

      ‘How does that work?’ Conrad said.

      ‘It’s a mix of classroom work for navigation, logistics, ship repair, and the like,’ she said, ‘and sea time on royal vessels. Unlike you regular academy graduates who get your banner on graduation, we don’t earn our pennant until we’ve spent another two years at sea afterward. I’ve another year to go. Then I can command my own ship.’

      It was impressive to think that someone as young as he could be completely in charge of a ship and so many people. He supposed it was not that different to academy graduates, though. Had he chosen to join a regiment, he’d likely be in command of as many soldiers as there were sailors on the Albatross. Probably more.

      ‘Loose main and fore royals, topgallants, and tops’ls,’ Brandt shouted.

      Men and women instantly reacted to the order, and started swarming up the webs of rope leading up to the masts from the sides of the ship. In a newfound enthusiasm for all things nautical, Conrad wondered if they had specific names, but felt a pest asking Lieutenant Brandt about it. When the sailors reached the crossbeams on the mast, they started out along them. Conrad marvelled at their complete disregard for the height they were at, and the terrifyingly small rope that hung from the crossbeams for them to stand on as they shimmied out and started working at setting the sails.

      As one, the sails dropped from the crossbeams, great swathes of pale canvas.

      ‘Trim on!’ Brandt shouted.

      On deck, sailors hauled on ropes, and the sails became taut. The Albatross lifted in the water and surged forward under the press of additional sail.

      Brandt had a broad smile on her face when Conrad turned his eyes in her direction again.

      ‘I always like to see the sails dropping from the yards at the same time,’ she said. ‘Sign of a tight crew.’

      Conrad nodded, replacing ‘crossbeams’ with ‘yards’ in his small but growing nautical lexicon. ‘It’s quite something to see. You must need a good head for heights to do that work.’

      Brandt smiled. ‘You get used to it. You’re too busy working to pay much attention to how far there is to fall.’

      As impressed as Conrad had been with the Albatross’s movement when only its foresails were raised, it was nothing compared to how she responded to the extra canvas. She surged forward on the rolling waves, sending up great, hissing clouds of spray that rained down on the foredeck. He had to hold onto the rail at the front of the quarterdeck to keep his balance now, and although he was terrified at eventually having to walk across the pitching deck, he was also utterly exhilarated.

      The others appeared at the top of the companionway, pausing for a moment before rushing en masse for the handrail on the steps leading up to the quarterdeck. Conrad was relieved to see that they were tentative in every step taken, even though they’d all been on sea voyages before.

      ‘She’s making good speed,’ Heidi said when she reached the wheel.

      ‘Aye,’ Brandt said. ‘Eight knots, I’d say, give or take. If we keep this speed up, we’ll have a voyage worth talking about. I expect the breeze to ease off as we get south and out of the Niepar, but don’t worry, this wind will keep us going a while yet.’
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        * * *

      

      Conrad spent most of the day up on deck, enjoying every moment of life aboard one of the fastest types of ship afloat. He remained there until his eyes stung from the wind and his clothes had become crusted with salt.

      As paying passengers, Conrad and the others were invited to dine with Captain Sedlitz and his officers in his cabin. He had only a short time to change his clothes, and found himself wondering if he’d be sitting within conversation range of Lieutenant Brandt.

      Captain Sedlitz’s cabin came as something of a surprise to Conrad. The rest of the ship was what he would have described as austere. Everything had a function, and possessed the minimum amount of mass to achieve that function. Other than the figurehead of the great white bird from which the Albatross took her name, there was no decoration to be seen anywhere. The lines of the ship were attractive enough to Conrad’s mind, but it did strike him as odd. There wasn’t so much as a flourish to the carving at the end of a handrail. He recalled that every ounce of weight aboard an ice runner had to be accounted for. If it didn’t serve the purpose, it didn’t stay on the ship.

      That rule seemed to be relaxed somewhat for the captain’s cabin, which Conrad supposed was only natural. For all intents and purposes, this was Captain Sedlitz’s home. Though more comfortable-looking than anywhere else on the ship, it was far from what Conrad would have called ostentatious. At the rear there was a large bay window of lead-framed panes running the width of the ship’s stern. Before that, there was a fine old wooden desk, covered with what looked to be nautical charts and various brass instruments which Conrad assumed were for use in navigation. On one side of the room there was a small gimballed bed that rocked gently with the ship’s movement, ensuring it stayed level, even if the deck’s angle was askew.

      The cabin was dominated by a large oak table, polished to a high degree of shine and laid out with fine silver plate and utensils. While it was lined on either side with chairs, only one end had a cushioned seat with armrests. Clearly, the captain’s.

      A sailor who seemed to take the role of servant bade them sit, which they did, occupying one side of the table.

      ‘This looks promising,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Last ship I was on,’ Qenna said, ‘we were served nothing but ship’s biscuit and dried beef.’

      ‘As they say, “a well-fed crew is a happy crew”,’ Heidi said. ‘And it seems to me the Albatross is a happy crew.’

      ‘I suppose ice runners can afford to pay for better vittles,’ Nicolo said. ‘What with the money their cargoes bring in.’

      ‘Only if they manage to bring them in,’ Heidi said. ‘And do so early enough for the prices in the ports to still be high. If a few ice runners get in ahead of them, their cargoes might be worth a fraction of what the first ships got. That’s why captains are usually so cagey about their destinations.’

      ‘Captain Sedlitz seemed happy enough to share where he was headed,’ Conrad said.

      Heidi was about to answer when the door opened and four of the Albatross’s officers walked in. Conrad and the others stood, and the officers removed their hats and nodded before moving to chairs that appeared to have been assigned to them. Conrad felt his heart sink when he realised Lieutenant Brandt was not among them.

      ‘Second Lieutenant Kraus, at your service,’ said a tall, slender officer as he sat down. ‘This is Third Lieutenant Voght, and Midshipmen Hass and Kohler.’

      Other than Kraus, the rest of the officers looked younger than Conrad. Voght appeared a few years Conrad’s junior while the midshipmen were younger still, Hass in her mid-teens and Kohler perhaps a couple of years younger. He had a sullen expression, but it struck Conrad that Kohler in particular must have been going through something similar to what Conrad had experienced at that age—being taken from his family and thrust into a life that was completely alien to everything he had known up to that point. Conrad didn’t know what to make of how young a career at sea started. It probably takes them years to get over the seasickness, he thought.

      They all nodded to one another again, but Conrad reckoned it fair to say everyone’s thoughts were firmly on food. Small talk followed as they waited on Captain Sedlitz, who arrived a few moments later.

      ‘Apologies for the delay,’ Sedlitz said. ‘As the light’s failing, I wanted to go over the ice watch procedures with Lieutenant Brandt. She was with me when she was a Fourth and on academy assignment, but this is her first voyage as second in command.’

      Sedlitz noticed the worried faces looking back at him from Conrad’s side of the table, and laughed as he sat down.

      ‘Not to worry,’ he said. ‘Brandt knows what she’s about. I wouldn’t have had her back aboard if she didn’t.’

      ‘How much ice is there at this time of year?’ Heidi said.

      ‘It’s hard to say,’ Sedlitz said. ‘Every year is different, and the only information we have is what can be seen from shore. That’s only about ten miles to sea, or a bit farther from Rurhaven’s spotting towers up on the cliffs. We don’t find out who’s made it to their destinations until they get back weeks or months later. If they get back.’

      Conrad nodded to himself, glad to have an answer as to what the towers he had noticed riding into Rurhaven were.

      ‘It tends to melt quicker closer to land,’ Sedlitz said. ‘Shallower waters warm faster, and the land warms faster in spring. We’re out far enough now that we’ve seen some ice floating about, but nothing big enough to give us cause for concern.’

      ‘How many crew does the Albatross have?’ Qenna said.

      ‘Sixty, including sailors and officers,’ Sedlitz said. ‘There’d usually be more on a ship of this size. More again if she was a warship, but when speed is of the essence you have to pare things back to the minimum.’

      The servant appeared from a different door into the cabin, and placed two large platters of meat and vegetables on the table.

      ‘Serve yourself and pass the platter along,’ the captain said. ‘We don’t stand on ceremony here.’

      They passed the fine meal discovering more about the intricacies of ice running and sailing in general, and by the time Conrad rolled into his hammock, he felt he was thoroughly educated on life at sea, if still a little disappointed that he had not had the chance to talk more with Lieutenant Brandt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Conrad slept surprisingly well, and woke refreshed. He’d thought the creaking and constant movement would keep him awake, but the last thing he remembered was clambering into his hammock, so he must have fallen straight to sleep. He supposed the motion of his hammock was similar to the rocking of a cradle.

      Breakfast was served on the lower deck—thick ship’s biscuits soaked in the juice of the beef from last night’s dinner, and a large helping of porridge. Conrad polished it off quickly, finding that his appetite had returned since his queasy introduction to life at sea.

      He could tell it was a very different day before he ascended the companionway stairs. The Albatross’s movement was more confused, the sensation of flowing and surging replaced by one that made Conrad feel that his progress in developing sea legs the previous day counted for nothing.

      As soon as his head popped out of the companionway, he was hit by a stiffer wind than they had experienced yesterday, and he immediately noticed they were carrying less sail. The sea was an angry grey, its fury bubbling over in white foam on the wave crests.

      Getting to the quarterdeck was a challenge—the deck was never quite where Conrad expected it to be, causing him to move in a strange loping and stumbling gait. He pulled himself up the steps using the handrail and his arms more than his legs. He secured himself at the deck railing and gave the captain, who was at the wheel, a nod.

      ‘There’s a blow on the way,’ Sedlitz said.

      Conrad looked out into the wind’s direction. It seemed to him that the blow had already arrived. The sea was rough, and the clouds were dark and heavy—the gusts were enough to make his breath falter. He was willing to defer to the captain’s greater experience on the point, but if this wasn’t the blow, he worried about what more was to come.

      He scanned the sea, then looked back in the direction he expected to see land, but there was none. Just more water. It left him in awe to be so far from land that he could no longer see it.

      As he completed his panorama, he spotted a great white chunk of ice, as big as a small boat. It lifted and dropped with the waves, majestic and terrifying at the same time.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Sedlitz said, seeing the direction of Conrad’s gaze. ‘That one won’t be any bother to us.’

      Conrad gave him an appreciative nod, and let his mind drift to wondering where Lieutenant Brandt was. He watched the ice as it dipped up and down with the waves, sinking out of sight only to pop up again a moment later. What did she make of him? Did she see him as a fully-fledged member of the warrior band, or as an understudy who had not yet earned that right? He’d never cared much for what people thought of him, so it was a new experience, and not one he was finding at all pleasing.
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        * * *

      

      Conrad found his enjoyment of life at sea diminish as the day progressed. The wind, which had been cold, bracing, and stiff in the morning, turned into a roaring, screeching tempest by lunchtime. He had taken to chewing the ginger Lieutenant Brandt had given him constantly. One sniff of the cooking on the lower deck had been enough to swear him off food for the rest of the day.

      His clothes, which had felt lacking with the first touch of breeze when they’d set sail, proved to be wholly inadequate for life at sea. The wind cut straight through them, chilling him to the bone.

      Conrad could recall cold winter days in the Northlands, when storms had howled down from the High Places, but they paled in comparison. At least in the Northlands there had been a warm, sheltered hearth to lie by until the bad weather passed. The Albatross was a pitching and bucking banshee, the wind screeching through her rigging. She moved with such violence that he was afraid to unlock his fingers from the quarterdeck railing for fear of being thrown overboard.

      As the morning had progressed, Sedlitz had ordered the sails to be shortened again and again, until they had only three sails flying, leaving the masts looking oddly bare. The wind was so strong, the tiny stretches of canvas were still enough to keep them moving.

      Captain Sedlitz had told Conrad keeping his eyes locked on the horizon would help with the sea sickness. That was impossible down below, where the darkness made the motion so much worse. His choice was limited to being sick but warm below, or well but freezing cold up on deck. For now, the latter felt like the better choice. At least it wasn’t raining, and it was dry up on the quarterdeck.

      As if the gods had been reading his thoughts, a grey band of rain swept across the sea to the starboard side, driven hard by the wind behind it. It blasted across the Albatross’s deck, soaking Conrad to the skin in seconds. He squinted against the driving wind and rain, and wondered why anyone would choose a life like this.

      He spotted another piece of sea ice ahead of them, and upwind. Sedlitz spotted it too. He wrestled with the wheel, and the Albatross responded, her course changing so that the bow pointed upwind of the ice.

      Conrad watched the majestic, jagged peak drop away below them. It made him wonder what would happen if the Albatross had hit it. In his mind’s eye, he saw the proud ship smashing through it and continuing on her way unabated, but the way Captain Sedlitz had taken such action to avoid it, and the constant vigil he kept on the waters upwind and ahead of the Albatross made Conrad worry.

      The ship groaned and protested at the strain the wind and sea were putting on it. The waves resembled mountains.

      Despite it all, the Albatross ploughed on relentlessly, rising and falling as she drove through each wave. The noise was deafening, and Conrad doubted even Captain Sedlitz’s brass speaking trumpet would be enough to carry his orders more than a few paces.

      An old sailor with a face lined by decades of squinting into the wind joined the captain at the wheel, and the two of them worked it to keep the Albatross on course.

      Conrad wondered if he was mad to remain out on deck, while the others had elected to stay safe in their hammocks. Getting flung about in the darkness with the lingering smell of the lunch cooking filled him with no enthusiasm, however.

      He saw Lieutenant Brandt come up the companionway, her coat buttoned tight around her, her collar pulled up so high and her hat pulled so low he could only make out her eyes. Showing far more care than usual, she worked her way across the deck and up to the quarterdeck. She gave Conrad a nod as she passed, then joined the captain at the wheel. They conferred for a moment and Lieutenant Brandt returned the way she had come, then moved to the mainmast and spoke with a sailor there.

      The sailor started barking orders, the other sailors reacting immediately. Conrad felt sorry for them. Having to work under those conditions must have made even the simplest of tasks nigh on impossible, even without the added danger of being tossed overboard by the bucking ship or swept away by one of the waves that were breaking over the Albatross with alarming regularity.

      At the helm, Captain Sedlitz and his assistant worked the wheel as though they were trying to wrestle a bull to the ground. Conrad felt the ship turn, and saw her angle relative to the waves change until the wind was on his back. They were riding with the waves now, rather than fighting against them. The Albatross accelerated down the back of the waves at great speed before burying her bow in the trough and coming to a stomach-lurching stop, then clawing her way up the back of the next wave.

      ‘Away the drogues!’ Captain Sedlitz shouted.

      Conrad, standing only a pace or two away, could barely hear him. He wondered if the sailors the order was directed at would even notice. He gritted his teeth and continued to stare out at the horizon, accepting that there was nothing he could do to improve the situation he was in.

      Conrad was moving on instinct before he had fully registered danger, diving flat against the cold, wet deck as he heard a loud, sickening crack above, the squeal of timber giving way, even above the howling wind and crashing sea.

      The falling timber was a blur before Conrad’s eyes. Where Captain Sedlitz, his assistant, and the wheel had been a moment before, there was nothing. Even one so new to the sea as Conrad knew that losing the captain was bad, but losing the wheel was worse.

      He looked around frantically, not knowing what to do. There was no sign of Sedlitz anywhere on deck. Conrad glanced up and saw the rear mast was now a shattered stump, with all the spars, rigging, and sails gone. There was a large gap torn in the side of the ship where the spars must have made their exit.

      The Albatross lurched to a violent stop and turned abruptly, heeling over hard. Conrad’s grip slipped off the baluster he had been holding one-handed. He started to slide down the deck toward the gaping hole in the bulwark that was now below him. He scrabbled for a grip on the wet deck, but it was no good. He felt his fingernails grip and release on the plank edges, sending spears of pain down his fingers. He continued to slide.

      Conrad tried to grab for one of the balusters on the quarterdeck rail, but they were tantalisingly out of reach. As he passed the spot where the wheel had been, he saw a hole in the deck and plunged his fingers in. His grip held, and his slide toward the furious abyss below stopped. He allowed himself a moment to catch his breath, ignoring the pain in his hands from the jagged splinters, then looked for a more permanent hard point to hold onto.

      The quarterdeck rail was not far. He swung his legs out and got a purchase with his foot, then launched himself from the hole toward the baluster. He caught hold of one, and held onto it for all he was worth.

      The ship settled after a terrifying moment, but was side-on to the waves now, and making no way. The Albatross was tossed from side to side as the waves passed underneath, and occasionally broke over her. All the rigging that had gone over the side with the captain and the wheel was, Conrad realised, still connected to the ship, and was dragging her back. The sailors on the quarterdeck seemed to have realised the same thing, although Conrad saw there were fewer of them on deck than there had been moments before. He realised he had been one of the lucky ones to grab a hand-hold. The sailors worked furiously with hatchets and knives to cut away the lines that were running out through the hole.

      As things settled to a comparative lull, Conrad had a moment to realise how utterly terrified he was. There was to be little he or anyone else could do. They were completely at the mercy of the sea, and it raged around them with all the fury of the gods.

      He looked down at the main deck and was relieved to see Lieutenant Brandt still there, gripping onto the main mast with arms and legs. He wondered how Nicolo, Heidi, Qenna, and Petr were doing below deck. The confusion down there must have been horrifying. He could only hope they were unharmed and safe.

      The ship was rolling so much that it went from having her port side entirely in the water, to the starboard side in the same manner, as the waves tossed the Albatross about like a toy. All the while water thundered across the deck like a raging torrent, sweeping away anyone unlucky enough to be caught in its path.

      Conrad reckoned it had to be safer below deck. The only difficulty was getting there. At any given moment, the surfaces that should have been flat were anything but. He pulled himself along the quarterdeck rail, timing his efforts with the roll of the ship and letting the deck angle do the hard work for him, until he got back to the top of the steps where he had started. From there, the companionway looked so close. He worked his way down the steps on his belly. It wasn’t pretty, but Conrad didn’t care so long as he got where he needed to go.

      From the bottom of the steps, there was an open space to traverse. Conrad struggled back to his feet, holding the rail all the while. He waited until the Albatross was mid-roll, when the deck was as flat as it was going to get. Then he launched himself toward the companionway railing, praying to whichever god might be listening that his momentum would carry him there.

      The deck pitched and he stumbled, but he managed to catch hold of the railing and pull himself to safety. As he peered down into the lower deck’s darkness, he saw Heidi looking up at him.

      ‘What’s going on up there?’ she shouted.

      ‘We’ve taken damage,’ Conrad replied. ‘I think the captain’s gone overboard.’

      ‘What?’ Heidi shouted.

      Conrad drew in a breath to shout the information back louder, but he realised it was an exclamation rather than a question. She was already conferring with the others who were behind her and out of sight.

      ‘Is it safe to come up?’ Heidi shouted.

      ‘Probably safer down below,’ Conrad replied.

      ‘There’s a lot of water down here.’

      Conrad didn’t like the sound of that. As if they didn’t already have enough problems.

      ‘Stay there for a moment,’ Conrad said.

      He worked his way along the companionway railing as far as it would take him toward the mainmast.

      ‘Lieutenant Brandt!’ he shouted. ‘I think the captain’s overboard. The steering’s been smashed away too. Heidi says we’re taking on water.’

      Brandt looked at him a moment, her brow furrowed as she digested the information.

      ‘Did the captain get the drogues away?’ she shouted.

      Conrad tried to remember where he’d heard the word before. It came to him, but he frowned.

      ‘I don’t know. I don’t know what they are. He gave the order,’ Conrad shouted, ‘but the men were clearing the fallen rigging last I saw.’

      ‘Good!’ Brandt shouted. ‘If he gave the order, the crew will see it through. Once they’re away and the rigging is clear, the drogues and the sails will hold us stern to the waves. We’ll be able to ride out the storm and repair the steering when it’s past. I’ll get the pumps manned to keep us from taking on too much water.’

      She turned away from Conrad and started barking out orders. The ship surged forward, as if freed from an anchor, and Conrad realised the crew must have finished cutting away the rigging. With a little luck, the drogues and the sails would do their work. Lieutenant Brandt glanced at him and gave him a smiling nod.

      Conrad let out a sigh of relief. It had seemed like their entire little wooden world was coming apart around them, but Lieutenant Brandt appeared unperturbed by the litany of misfortunes that had befallen them. Her confidence gave Conrad confidence.

      He turned to look back down the companionway, to update Heidi and the others. That was when he saw the iceberg towering on the crest of the next wave.
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      Conrad stared at the iceberg, hoping that it would slide down the wave in any direction except towards the Albatross. His hopes evaporated as the enormous chunk of ice tumbled down the wave.

      ‘Hold on!’ he shouted so loudly that his throat hurt. He wanted as many people as possible to hear him. They’d lost more than enough to the sea for one day.

      The iceberg slammed into the Albatross’s side with a deafening crash. Conrad clung to the rail for dear life as the impact pushed the ship onto her side once again.

      When Conrad looked back down the companionway to check if the others were all right, there was far more light down there now. He felt his stomach turn as he realised what that meant.

      He craned his head down, and saw the huge hole in the Albatross’s side, which continued down below the lower deck. Each time the ship rolled, a deluge of water rushed in. Conrad didn’t want to think what that meant for the cargo hold. Heidi and the others were huddled in one of the alcoves, clinging to some cargo netting. It was a relief to see them still onboard and safe, but Conrad feared it would count for little.

      Lieutenant Brandt was still clutching to the mainmast. Conrad reckoned she must have a grip like a vice to still be hanging on. As he looked at her, he realised she was screaming something at him but the maelstrom had grown so great that he couldn’t hear her. He thought of shouting back to tell her so, but quickly realised how ineffective that would be.

      Instead, Conrad shimmied along the companionway railing, then launched himself at the mainmast. Having some practise with this move, he made a better execution this time and grasped some of the lines running down the mast.

      ‘Are we holed?’ Lieutenant Brandt shouted.

      Conrad nodded furiously. ‘Yes! Big. It goes below the lower deck.’

      ‘Damnation,’ Brandt shouted. She squeezed her eyes tight and wiped the sheen of sea spray from her face, then fixed her gaze on him. ‘We’re going to lose the ship. The pumps won’t clear all that water.’

      Conrad felt like throwing up. ‘What do we do?’

      ‘We haven’t a hope in hell of getting the launch off the deck and into the water,’ she said. ‘All we can do is cut it free and hope it’ll be of use to someone. The cutter at the stern is hanging from davits. We’ll be able to board it and launch.’

      ‘What about the rest of the crew?’ Conrad said.

      ‘I’ll give the order to abandon,’ she said, ‘but it’s every man and woman for themselves now.’

      It seemed cold, but Conrad realised he was barely able to keep himself safe in this. How could anyone be expected to help anyone else?

      Brandt started yelling to abandon ship, but Conrad wondered how far the order would get. He dived back for the companionway rail and leaned over.

      ‘We have to get off the ship!’ Conrad shouted. ‘We’re going for the cutter at the stern. You need to come up.’

      Nicolo looked up at him with wide eyes, but nodded. They readied themselves to move. Linking arms, they daisy-chained out until Nicolo had a firm hold on the railing leading up, and the rest of them joined him. From there they clambered up the steps on all fours, until everyone was hanging onto the railing.

      ‘You saw what we did?’ Nicolo said.

      Conrad nodded.

      ‘We’ll do the same all the way to the boat,’ Nicolo said. ‘Understood?’

      Conrad nodded again.

      ‘Good. Let’s move.’

      ‘Wait!’ Conrad shouted. ‘Lieutenant Brandt!’

      She was still at the mast, shouting for all she was worth to abandon ship, although Conrad could barely hear her from only a few paces away. He waved furiously, hoping he wouldn’t have to brave the few paces of open deck between the companionway and the mast again. Thankfully, she turned and spotted him. She moved around the mast, and with linked arms they pulled her to the railing.

      ‘We need to get to the cutter,’ Brandt said.

      Conrad watched the launch slide across the deck, hit the bulwark, and topple over the side. He hoped that some of the sailors managed to get to it, and that it hadn’t been too badly damaged.

      They worked their way up onto the quarterdeck, and then to the stern where the cutter was still securely lashed to the ship. Brandt wasted no time in starting to cut through the lines holding the boat fast.

      ‘Everybody get in!’ she yelled.

      Nicolo paused at the stern and shoved something into Conrad’s chest. His sword.

      ‘You’ll probably be needing this,’ he said, with a hopeful smile.

      Conrad strapped it around his waist, and waited for Heidi and Qenna to climb over the stern and drop into the boat. Nicolo followed, then Brandt cut the last securing line. The cutter started to swing on its davit lines, clattering into the ship’s wooden stern. Brandt jumped into the boat and waited for two sailors to join them, before slicing through a final rope that sent them falling down toward the sea.

      The drop was short, and Conrad felt a moment of confused surprise. As they drifted away from the Albatross, Conrad could see she was already half sunk, lying in the water up to the stern gallery of Captain Sedlitz’s cabin.

      The spray coming over the cutter’s side was bitterly cold, and Conrad’s hands were numb. He tried to rub some heat back into them, but he was so wet it was impossible.

      Lieutenant Brandt pulled a large oilskin from below one of the cutter’s benches, along with several small buckets which she handed out.

      ‘Everybody get bailing,’ she said. ‘We need to keep it up if we don’t want to be swamped. We’ll wrap ourselves in this to keep warm.’

      She held out the corner of the oilcloth, which they carefully lashed to the sides of the cutter and stretched over themselves. The relief from the wind and spray was instant, but it cast them into a dark, claustrophobic cave while the cutter bucked and rocked on the waves. Conrad tried to focus on bailing water out over the side—there was plenty of it, and as much as he dumped overboard, there always seemed to be more.

      Conrad wondered if they were merely delaying the inevitable by trying to keep the cutter afloat. He had no idea where land was, nor how far away they were. In that cold, it wouldn’t make much difference. His upbringing in the Northlands had taught him enough about cold water to know you wanted to spend as little time in it as possible.

      He kept bailing with as much energy as he could muster in his cold limbs. If nothing else, it was something to do, and the activity might help generate a little warmth beneath the oilskin.

      The flurry of activity in getting off the ship had distracted Conrad from the growing nausea in his gut. He’d run out of ginger. He smiled grimly and wondered if Lieutenant Brandt had had time to fetch some more before abandoning ship. The mirth only lasted until the next wave broke over the cutter’s side, showering Conrad and the others in icy water.

      ‘How long do these storms usually last?’ Heidi asked.

      ‘How long is a piece of string?’ one of the sailors said.

      Conrad focused on his task, and the small area of the foaming water that he could see out from under the oilskin as he bailed. He had resigned himself to being sick, but was doing his best to delay the event as long as possible.

      The boat rocked violently as he and the others kept at their task. Every bucketful of water seemed to be replaced by two more, and it wasn’t long before they were sitting in icy water up to their knees.

      The boat was low in the water now. The waves had grown sharper and more forceful. Each time the cutter rolled on a wave, the lower edge where Conrad was bailing grew closer and closer to the surface. In the darkness under the oilskin, the world seemed to spin and tumble around him. He set down his bucket, and instead of emptying it, emptied the contents of his stomach. He retched long and hard until there was nothing left, then retched some more, the muscles of his stomach screaming at the strain.

      Finally, it stopped. He struggled to catch his breath and let his body recover. The boat rolled again on a wave. Someone shouted out, and Conrad was plunged into the bright, freezing water before he knew what was happening.

      Conrad fought to right himself against the movement of the waves, following the bubbles coming from his nose as a guide back to the surface. He sucked in a great gasp when his head broke through, drawing in as much seawater as air. He coughed it clear, then took another breath. His body started to shake from the cold. So long as it was doing that, he knew he still had a chance. When the shaking stopped, there wouldn’t be long left.

      He looked around him, and saw the cutter overturned not far away. Heidi and Lieutenant Brandt were clinging to its side.

      Conrad swam over, hastened by his desire to get out of the freezing water.

      ‘Help me with this rope!’ Brandt shouted.

      Conrad saw she was hanging onto a line that ran over the overturned hull to the other side. She had her feet on the near side, and was pulling on the line for all she was worth. Conrad grabbed it and mirrored her. With his added weight, he could feel the cutter start to roll. He heaved as hard as he could, swinging on the rope and pressing against the hull with his feet as it resisted their efforts. It continued to give in to them, slowly at first, then faster until it flipped in one sudden movement.

      It threw them both back, but they still held the line. She started pulling herself back to the boat. Conrad reached out and grabbed Heidi, hauling her to the line, before following. Brandt clambered into the cutter, and helped Heidi in. When it came to Conrad’s turn, he tried to pull himself up, and felt the boat tip dangerously low.

      ‘Careful,’ Brandt said. ‘Let’s get to the other side first.’

      Conrad waited until they’d disappeared, then pulled himself in. The extra weight of his wet clothes and sword and the exhausting cold made it far harder than he’d expected, but after a moment of extreme effort he was in, lying half on a bench and half in the water in the cutter’s bottom.

      He fought to catch his breath, and was shivering uncontrollably. There was no sign of the oilskin to shelter them from the wind. There was also no sign of Qenna, Nicolo, or Petr, and only one of the other sailors who had been on board was there.

      Conrad gripped the rail and looked out over the water. He saw Qenna’s bald head dunking under and surfacing once again, as he fought to stay afloat. Conrad kicked off his boots and unstrapped his sword, then heaved himself over the side, and started swimming to Qenna for all he was worth.

      Qenna disappeared again, and for a moment Conrad despaired of ever being able to find his friend. He ducked under, but the water was so clouded with sand and bubbles that he could not see even as far as his own hands. He surfaced again, and saw a scrap of cloth on the surface.

      Two hard strokes was all it took to cover the distance. He snatched at the cloth with his numb hand, having to see his grasp close on it as his freezing fingers could feel nothing. He pulled hard, and felt a solid weight resist. He grabbed a handful with his other hand and pulled again. Qenna broke the surface, hacking and spluttering as he fought for breath.

      Conrad grabbed him by the scruff of the neck with one hand and started out for the cutter in a clumsy doggy paddle.

      ‘Kick, damn you!’ he shouted. He could hear some splashing from behind, and the burden of Qenna’s weight lessened.

      Conrad kicked and paddled with every ounce of energy he had left. He had long since lost any feeling in his limbs, and had to look back every so often to see if he was still holding on to Qenna.

      They reached the side of the cutter, and both grasped onto the rail. Heidi and Lieutenant Brandt helped them aboard. Conrad looked around in a panic.

      ‘Where’s Nicolo?’ he uttered between gasps. His body was shaking so badly he couldn’t control his movements. He looked around but Nicolo was definitely not on board.

      Conrad lunged toward the side of the boat, but Qenna grabbed him and pulled him back.

      ‘We have to find him,’ Conrad said. He pulled himself free of Qenna’s grasp.

      ‘Nicolo! Nicolo!’ Heidi shouted. Lieutenant Brandt joined, in, adding the names of the sailors who had been in the cutter with them.

      Then Conrad spotted him. Nicolo was waving an arm, his head breaking the surface only for moments at a time. He looked back into the cutter and its shivering occupants. He was the only one who could do this. He dove back in and struck out once again. He had to stop every few strokes to check where Nicolo was. It looked as though he had started to swim back, but was making heavy going of it.

      Then, over the roar of the wind and the hiss of the sea, Conrad heard another voice. Petr’s.

      He looked in the direction of the sound, and saw Petr’s head slip below the surface. Nicolo had heard his call also. He was gesturing furiously at Petr. Conrad looked from one to the other. Nicolo seemed to be keeping himself above the water, but Petr would be lucky to break the surface again.

      Conrad made his choice. He pulled as hard as he could for where he’d last seen Petr slip below the water. When he reached the place he thought it was, Conrad drew a deep breath and ducked under. He didn’t even notice the cold anymore. He struggled through the darkness, his body being twisted and turned by the surges of water.

      Conrad’s hand touched cloth, his dulled senses barely registering it. He grabbed it and gathered Petr up in his arms before kicking back for the surface. He took a great gasp as soon as his head was clear. Petr was unresponsive. Conrad kicked for the cutter, pulling with one free hand while hanging onto Petr’s inert form with the other.

      The swim seemed to take an eternity, but eventually Conrad reached the lifeboat. Several eager pairs of hands grabbed him and Petr, pulling them back into the boat. Conrad coughed up a lungful of sea water, then looked around the cutter.

      ‘Where’s Nicolo?’ he said. Panic flooded through him. He grabbed the edge of the boat and looked out at the water, but there was no sign of him.

      ‘Nicolo!’ he shouted.

      He made to dive in again, but Qenna grabbed him.

      ‘I have to find him,’ Conrad said.

      ‘If you get in that water again,’ Qenna said through chattering teeth, ‘you won’t be coming out.’

      ‘Nicolo!’ Conrad screamed.

      There was no response but the roar of the angry sea and driving wind. Conrad couldn’t accept that he was just gone. Nicolo knew how to swim—every academy graduate was taught. The water was so cold, though. He knew how quickly it had sapped the energy from his limbs. Qenna was right. Conrad was exhausted, and if he got in the water again, he would die too. He tried to call out, hoping upon hope that there would be a response. But his voice came out as a whimper, and he wanted sleep more than anything.

      The cutter continued to rock violently on the waves. It came close to tipping over again several times, but Conrad couldn’t muster the energy to care. Nicolo was gone—taken by the sea, and they were powerless to do anything about it. He wondered if the same could be said for their fight against the demons. Were they dashing themselves against a power they couldn’t hope to defeat? First Henni, then Frantz, now Nicolo. Were they fools to think they could oppose an enemy who remained alive despite the efforts of the greatest heroes in history?

      He looked over at Petr, and wondered if he’d made the right choice. He was too exhausted to dwell on it for long. He felt warm now, and sleep was too inviting to resist. Conrad closed his eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Conrad was tumbling. He was tumbling in a dark void, his limbs being pulled this way and that. He wasn’t tumbling in any particular direction. In the distance, there was a sensation telling him he was cold and hungry, but it was far away. He had no control over any of it. He could not fight the movement, so he allowed it continue as if it were happening to someone else.

      He felt warmth, an alluring tendril of sensation that drew him from his acquiescence.

      He jolted awake. The first thing he saw was a small, smoky fire starting to come alive. He realised he was shivering, and curled up into a tight ball to bring as much of himself close to the fire as he could.

      Conrad’s face was gritty from the sand he was lying on, and his clothes were wet and chafing. His skin burned at every joint, and his limbs felt so cold and heavy he didn’t think he’d be able to stand up.

      There were some objects lying on the sand beside him—his sword and his boots. He was surprised that they had made it all this way, that they hadn’t been lost. Not like Nicolo. He curled into a tighter ball and let out a sob, the wracks competing with his shivering.

      ‘Conrad, are you awake?’

      It was Lieutenant Brandt. Conrad wondered who else had made it here, wherever they were.

      ‘Yes,’ he said, his voice croaky and his throat dry, despite everything else about him being wet.

      ‘Good,’ she said. ‘I was starting to worry the cold had taken you. The fire’s lit. It will get you warm soon.’

      She sat down by the fire. Conrad made out other shapes huddled next to the small, budding flame. Petr and Lieutenant Brandt. Heidi and Qenna also. He was relieved to see them both there and unhurt but for the cold that had them shivering as badly as Conrad.

      There was no sign of Nicolo, however. Nor the final sailor who’d made it back to the cutter after it capsized. Conrad hoped for a moment that losing Nicolo had been part of the strange nightmare he’d been having before waking up on the beach, but no. He wondered how long he’d been out of it, and how long they’d been back on land. They seemed to be in a sheltered spot—the lee of a dune, perhaps—as Conrad could still hear the wind, but he couldn’t feel it.

      No one spoke until the fire was well ablaze, crackling contentedly in a way that put Conrad at ease. There was something primordial about a fire, something that said you are safe and warm now—nothing will venture out of the dark to harm you. He enjoyed the sensation for a moment, before he lowered his mental wall and allowed all the other noise to flood back in. Lieutenant Brandt had fetched more large pieces of driftwood to ensure it remained burning for some time to come. She stacked them in a pile next to the fire—the place Nicolo would likely have occupied. Conrad gradually stopped shivering, and felt some life return to his limbs.

      In time he sat, and allowed the heat from the flames to soften his frozen muscles and imbue him with enough vitality to consider what they would have to do next.

      Eventually, Heidi spoke.

      ‘If we can find our way to the nearest village, I can send to the Ostian Intelligenciers for assistance,’ she said.

      There was no mention of Nicolo, of how important a part of their team they had lost. Would they even be able to go on without him? Conrad’s initial confusion at her brushing over the fact faded quickly. He’d heard of this before, of soldiers never speaking of lost comrades again, because to do so robbed them of their edge. Reminded them of what they had lost, and how much more they had to lose. Conrad didn’t know if he’d ever be able to bring himself to think like that. He didn’t believe he wanted to. What was the point in fighting if it wasn’t to do the best you could to keep the people you cared about safe?

      ‘Do we have any idea where we are?’ Qenna said.

      ‘Ostia, certainly,’ Lieutenant Brandt said. ‘The building winds before the storm drove us south far faster than anticipated. We’d covered about half the distance down the coast to Ostenheim when the storm properly hit us. Beyond that, I’ve no idea. We could be miles farther north or south than we think.’

      ‘The fact that we’re on land is all that matters right now,’ Heidi said. ‘We just need to get to a village and send for help. Then we can get going again.’ Heidi frowned, looking at Lieutenant Brandt. ‘What about you? What will you do now?’

      Brandt shrugged and gave a sad smile. ‘I don’t know. I’ve never been shipwrecked before.’

      ‘You’re welcome to come with us until you’re in a position to return home,’ Heidi said, ‘but I have to warn you, Lieutenant Brandt. We are going into harm’s way.’

      ‘How much more dangerous can things get?’ Brandt said. ‘And if I’m going to be travelling with you, call me Katya. It’s not like I’m lieutenant of anything anymore.’
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        * * *

      

      It took the better part of a day for Conrad to dry out, and by the time he did, he was sorry he had ever wished for it. His clothes were stiff with salt, and were if anything even more uncomfortable than they had been when they were wet.

      Qenna managed to catch a brace of rabbits, so they hadn’t gone hungry for long. They did not have to go far before they found the main road, which ran along the coast from Hinbruch in the north down to Ostenheim. They followed it south until they reached a village.

      It was like an oasis in the desert to Conrad. Heidi halted them at a distance, surprising Conrad, who wanted to run right in and thank his lucky stars. After the ordeal they’d been through, things like a straw mattress, a mug of ale, an open-hearth fire, and a hot meal seemed like dreams of luxurious excess.

      ‘Let’s be careful,’ Heidi said. ‘Northern Ostia is the first place Ruripathian armies march through whenever we’re at war. That doesn’t make us too popular in these parts.’

      ‘How is walking in asking carefully for help any different?’ Conrad said, allowing his desire for comfort to make him speak more glibly than he should have.

      Heidi cast him a look that made her displeasure clear; it was Conrad’s good luck she didn’t have the energy to take it any further.

      ‘We should probably conceal our weapons when we first approach the villagers,’ Qenna said.

      ‘I don’t like that idea,’ Heidi said, ‘but I think you’re right. Marching in with swords on our hips will mark us as bandits. After that it’ll be an uphill battle to prove we’re anything different.’

      ‘Can’t you just tell them you’re an Intelligencier?’ Conrad said.

      Heidi let out a chuckle. ‘Out here in the boonies, an Intelligencier is as likely to be disappeared as we are to disappear someone else. The rules are different when you’re far from the centres of power. I’d rather wait until I know what we’re dealing with before we drop that fact into the mix.’

      ‘We should leave someone here with our weapons,’ Qenna said. ‘It’d be foolish to leave such valuable blades unattended.’

      Conrad felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up, expecting the task to be assigned to him.

      ‘Petr, you wait here,’ Heidi said. ‘We’ll send for you as soon as I’m certain it’s safe.’

      Petr nodded. He was still pale as a sheet, his nerves in tatters after his proximity to drowning. His expression made Conrad think he was one unexpected loud noise away from cracking, and he reckoned Petr needed to be treated with kid gloves. Conrad understood now how important his knowledge was, not to mention what it had cost them. At so high a price, Conrad wanted to make certain they got full value.

      ‘No point delaying,’ Heidi said. ‘Let’s be about it.’

      She stood and took her sword belt off. The rest of them followed suit. It always struck Conrad as strange how naked he felt without a blade at his waist, so accustomed was he now to wearing one. It did not seem all that long ago that he was tripping his way around after Nicolo and Henni with an old bandit sword, too long for him to properly draw from its scabbard. He felt a pang of regret, of sadness, of despair, all rolled into one miserable lead ball in his gut. Even after so long, it was hard to believe Henni was gone. Now Conrad had to add Frantz and Nicolo to the list. The thought was almost too much to bear. So much loss, and for what?

      He pushed the thought from his head, knowing where dwelling on it would lead, and followed Heidi as she marched toward the village. But dispelling the sensation left in its wake was not so easy. Conrad wondered if it would ever truly go away.

      He could tell right away from the look of the village that it wasn’t the type of place travellers stopped. It was set back from the road so traffic didn’t have to go directly through. It was the kind of place you passed by and barely noticed unless you had a desperate need to stop.

      There were countless villages like it across the land, the folk inhabiting them rarely interested in anything that happened more than a few villages away. Their proximity to the road meant they might be more accustomed to travellers and have facilities for them, but that wasn’t always the case, and what greeted them here came as a disappointment. There would be no nice bed in an inn, or tavern with cool ale and hot food. At least there was the chance of a roof over their heads for the night.

      Every town and village was different, and some were more welcoming than others. Dislike it though he might, Conrad knew that carrying weapons into the village would cause them as many problems as it might solve. He just hoped there might be the chance of a roof over their heads for the night.

      There were a few people about in the village—during a spring day like this one, Conrad expected most would be out tending to their crops and animals. After the storm that had passed through, he reckoned they’d have plenty of work clearing up the damage.

      They hadn’t gone far before they were spotted. A villager watched them for a moment, then hurried away to one of the larger buildings in the centre of the village.

      ‘How do you think this will turn out?’ Conrad said.

      ‘It all depends on how much of a problem they’ve had with bandits,’ Qenna said.

      ‘And how much of a problem they’ve had with Ruripathians,’ Heidi said.

      A man with a sword at his hip appeared out of the building the villager had gone into a moment before. From the distance at which Conrad viewed him, he looked burly but had the unmistakable posture of a man who had earned his banner.

      He stood arms akimbo and looked around before spotting Conrad and his bedraggled group. He strode over.

      ‘What’s your purpose in coming to Vellau?’ he said with stentorian authority.

      ‘We’ve been shipwrecked and seek some assistance,’ Heidi called back.

      The man eyed them carefully. They looked like a bunch of drowned rats who’d barely dried out, but Conrad noticed the man’s eyes lingering on their waists rather than their faces. It had been a good idea to leave their swords behind with Petr.

      The man nodded. ‘I’m Bruno, Constable of Vellau. We don’t have much, but we can offer you food and shelter, and send word to whoever you need to contact.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Heidi said. She introduced each of them in turn, using Conrad’s title of banneret. Bruno had nodded his head at the mention, a salutation Conrad mirrored. Although the expectations of honourable behaviour from a man with the right to fly his own banner were broken as often as they were kept, it at least earned him the benefit of the doubt.

      ‘We have one more comrade with some of the items we saved,’ Heidi said. ‘That includes our weapons.’

      Bruno nodded. ‘He can bring them, but I’ll hold onto them until you’re ready to leave.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Heidi said.

      The constable spread his hands. ‘Welcome to Vellau.’
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        * * *

      

      Manfred’s mood at the prospect of returning to the city he had worked so hard to leave was not improved by the road. His back ached, while his thighs and backside were worn raw by his saddle. He shifted awkwardly in his saddle every few steps, and wondered again why Isgurin had insisted he travel by land. Was it a punishment?

      He could feel the medallion against the skin on his chest. He knew he was imagining it, but it felt as though it was hot and cold at the same time. His own medallion gave him no such sensation. Manfred’s mind boggled at what it might mean, at the thoughts of what purpose Isgurin’s medallion served, dangling from his neck.

      He had dwelled on that a great deal as he had journeyed south. Despite endlessly considering his grand plan to rid himself of the demons, he had advanced it no further. For some reason he had thought he would arrive in Ostenheim with it fully formed, nothing left to do but put it into action. Naive, perhaps, but it was a long road, and he’d had plenty of time to think. The fact that he had made no progress added stink to his already foul humour. His academic in Ostenheim was quickly becoming his last hope. It was convenient that he would be there soon to check in on his progress.

      He spotted a village in the distance. It looked to be a small place—probably too small to have an inn. There was a larger town an hour or so farther south that he knew had a good coaching inn, so was determined to press on to get there before nightfall, sore backside or not.

      The sun was dropping toward the horizon, and the light was beginning to fail. He quickened his pace, ignoring the chafing burn of his saddle, encouraged by the prospect of a good meal and a comfortable bed for the night.

      As the village drew closer, Manfred cast a glance in its direction. His stinging rear made him rethink his plan to continue to the next town, and he decided to see if he could find something approximating an inn here.

      Manfred was tired, and he couldn’t see anything that looked like an inn. Something familiar did catch his eye, though. It was enough of a surprise to make him look again. What might he recognise here, a place he’d never been before?

      His heart leapt into his throat, and he brought his horse to a halt.

      Conrad.

      He allowed himself a moment to process the information, then realised that if he could see Conrad, the reverse was true. He lowered himself painfully from his horse, and moved close to a hedgerow out of sight.

      Manfred realised he shouldn’t have allowed himself to be surprised by the fact that Conrad and his allies had gotten ahead of him—they were well resourced, and seemed to be motivated, although quite why was beyond Manfred. That they even knew what the demons were up to was surprising, and he wondered how they were getting their information. He couldn’t claim to understand all the ways the world was changing now that magic was back out in the open, but that seemed the most logical explanation.

      Whatever the reason, it didn’t take Manfred long to see the opportunity. His life would be much easier if he could pursue his goal unopposed, and here was his opposition, served up before him. As tantalising as this was, though, he was only one while they were five.

      Manfred’s hand instinctively went to his medallion. Despite it looking identical to the one Isgurin had given him, Manfred knew which of the two was his without hesitation. Strange, he thought, but then again, everything about these amulets fits that description.

      He looked at his medallion, and wondered what more it might offer him—what other treats it might now have, as Isgurin had promised. Would it allow him to defeat five opponents?

      As an afterthought, he picked up the other medallion. He noticed a distinct sense of relief as it lifted from the bare skin of his chest, but tried to ignore that. Thinking on it would lead him down a path he really didn’t want to take.

      ‘What is it?’

      Manfred jumped in fright at the voice. He turned, and saw Isgurin standing there in the twilight. A chill ran across his skin. Had there been a hint of irritation in the demon’s voice?

      ‘I… I, uh,’ Manfred said. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise—’

      ‘What. Is. It?’

      ‘The others,’ Manfred said. ‘They’re here. The other people chasing after the person you’re looking for. The person our king is looking for.’

      Isgurin nodded and drew a breath that looked as though he was tasting the air.

      ‘Causing them mischief will aid our mission,’ Isgurin said.

      ‘My thoughts exactly,’ Manfred said. He had always thought of mischief as something you did for fun. When Isgurin used the word, he couldn’t help but feel it meant something very different.

      ‘There are five of them,’ Manfred said, leaving the question of what he was supposed to do against such odds hanging in the silence.

      ‘My medallion,’ Isgurin said. ‘Give it to me.’

      Manfred handed it over, delighted beyond words to be rid of the thing. Isgurin slipped his hood back, revealing his hairless pale head to Manfred for the first time. He noticed that the demon’s ears were pointed, and his skin the pallor of death, before Isgurin pulled his hood back into place.

      ‘I shall deal with this,’ Isgurin said. ‘Continue your journey south with all haste. We will talk again there.’

      Manfred nodded. ‘You don’t need me to carry your medallion the rest of the way?’

      ‘I do not,’ Isgurin said.

      Manfred nodded again, and hauled himself into his saddle. ‘Until Ostenheim, then.’

      Isgurin nodded, and turned to face the village without so much as a farewell.

      Manfred was glad to be rid of the extra medallion, and the foul creature it belonged to. It more than made up for the searing pain he felt as he settled into the saddle once more.

      Not waiting to be told twice, Manfred urged his horse on at a canter, hopeful he could make it to that coaching inn before they closed their kitchens for the night.
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      Having collected Petr and handed over their weapons, the constable led them toward a barn at the back of the village.

      ‘We don’t get many strangers stopping here,’ the constable said. ‘Most folk coming from the north press on to Cevia and its coaching inn. Getting strangers twice in one week would be odd indeed, were it not for your story of the shipwreck.’

      Conrad was exhausted, and his mind was so firmly fixed on the notion of curling up in a warm pile of hay that it took him a moment to process what the constable had said. Who might the other strangers have been? Agents of the demons? He barely dared hope it might be Nicolo, washed up somewhere else along the coast.

      Constable Bruno gestured to the barn door. ‘You can stay here for a couple of days, until you’ve recovered enough to continue your journey,’ he said. ‘One of the villagers was beachcombing after the storm and found a man on the beach. He hasn’t said much since we brought him in. He’s in here too. Perhaps you know him?’

      Conrad’s heart soared. He tried to temper his hopes with the thought that there had been many men on the Albatross, and this other survivor could be any of them, but he felt his excitement build as they walked into the barn. Could it be Nicolo? He barely dared entertain the idea.

      The constable led them to where a man lay in a pile of straw, covered by an old woollen blanket. Conrad rushed over and pulled the blanket back far enough to see the man’s face. For a moment, Conrad’s mind imposed Nicolo’s face on the man before him. The illusion faded in an instant, and Conrad’s heart sank. This man was not Nicolo.

      ‘Able Seaman Jurgen,’ Lieutenant Brandt said. ‘He’s foremast captain on the second watch.’

      Conrad recognised him as one of the sailors who had been in the cutter with them, the one who had disappeared when they’d capsized. As devastating a loss as Nicolo’s was to Conrad, it had utterly escaped him that Katya had lost her entire crew. He had no idea how close she might have been with them, but that must have been equally devastating to her.

      Brandt knelt beside the sailor, and spoke in a gentle tone, but he was unresponsive. She stood up. ‘I hope some more made it ashore,’ she said, a waver creeping into her voice for the first time.

      ‘Gods willing,’ Heidi said, and Conrad could tell from the tone of her voice that she’d been holding the same hope that he had.

      He flopped down in the straw, the exhaustion of the past few days and the disappointment of this moment catching up to him. He felt a sob well up within him, but swallowed it. He couldn’t let himself entertain even one, for he knew the ones that followed would swallow him whole.

      ‘We can rest here the night,’ Heidi said. ‘Then we’ll need to be on our way come morning.’

      ‘That suits me just fine,’ the constable said. ‘I’ll have some blankets and food sent over. Some fresh clothes too, if we can find any. Those salt-crusted rags must be a nightmare.’

      ‘We’d appreciate that,’ Heidi said. ‘I also need to send word of what happened.’

      ‘I do also,’ Lieutenant Brandt said. ‘To the Albatross’s owners.’

      ‘Can you help us with that?’ Heidi said.

      The constable nodded. ‘There’s a mail package to be carried to Bragadin in the morning. If you have your letters ready by then, I can put them in.’

      Heidi nodded.

      ‘I’ll bring over something to write them with. Until then,’ the constable said, ‘please make yourselves comfortable.’

      He left them to collapse into the piles of hay in exhausted silence. Conrad did his best to fend off sleep, to try to make sense of everything that had happened over the past few days, but his efforts failed.
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        * * *

      

      It was dark outside the barn when he woke up. The light had been fading when they’d arrived at the barn, so he wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep—minutes or hours. At some point, someone had draped a blanket over him. It was scratchy and smelled of smoke, but it was also warm, and that was a sensation he’d not tire of any time soon.

      There was light in the barn—the warm glow of an oil lamp—and sound. Conrad felt around in the straw for his sword, then remembered Constable Bruno had taken it. He looked in the direction of the sound and saw two men he didn’t recognise standing there, talking quietly. Conrad strained to hear what they were saying, but couldn’t make it out. He studied them as best he could without moving. They looked like ordinary villagers, but Conrad wondered what they were doing. No one else seemed to be awake, and the thought occurred to him that the men might be planning to kill them in their sleep, and rob them of whatever valuables they had.

      He stood as quietly as he could, and moved around unnoticed behind the two men.

      ‘Can I help you gentlemen with something?’ Conrad said. His challenge felt like a bluff without a sword at his hip, but he’d learned plenty about unarmed combat at the academy and in the taverns surrounding it.

      One of the men turned around. ‘No, but you might be able to help this fella.’ He stepped to the side to allow Conrad see the man they had just deposited on the straw.

      Nicolo.

      Conrad’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. He rushed to Nicolo’s side. He was asleep, his skin pale and clammy.

      ‘What with the sailor we found and then you lot arriving with news of the wreck, we went out and had a good look along the beach. We found him lying on the high-tide line. I suppose he’s one of yours?’

      Conrad nodded intensely. ‘You’ve done us a great service,’ he said. ‘It shames me that I only have my gratitude to offer in return.’

      ‘That’s all right,’ the other fellow said. ‘The salvage we found on the foreshore more than makes up for it.’

      Conrad forced a smile, but wondered how often the villagers enjoyed the bounty of others’ misfortune on the sea. He returned his attention to Nicolo. He was as cold as the dead, but was still breathing. Conrad grabbed his blanket, and wrapped it tight around Nicolo.

      Heidi had picked up on the noise, and appeared at his side.

      ‘Thank the gods,’ she said on seeing Nicolo bundled up in Conrad’s blanket.

      ‘I never took you for the religious type,’ Conrad said.

      ‘I prefer to make my own luck,’ she said, ‘but I’ll take it from wherever I can find it. How is he?’

      ‘Like an icicle,’ Conrad said. ‘But he’s alive. If we can get him warmed up, hopefully he’ll be all right.’

      Heidi nodded. ‘I’ll go and check if there are any cook fires still burning. See if we can’t get him something hot.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Conrad kept vigil over Nicolo while he waited for Heidi to return with whatever she found. He felt helpless as he watched Nicolo lying there, his skin pale as the dead and only the faintest of movement from his chest showing that life still dwelled within.

      It looked to him like some colour had returned to Nicolo’s cheeks, but he had been staring so intently he wasn’t sure if he was just imagining it.

      He heard a noise behind him, but didn’t react to what he thought was Heidi’s return. Then his skin started to crawl. It took a moment for his brain to register the sensation and connect it to the cause. He rolled to the side in time to avoid the careening shape of Constable Bruno diving at him. Conrad got to his feet and backed away, his hand reaching for his sword—which was not there.

      Conrad assessed his situation. He glanced to where Qenna was lying in the hay. His eyes were open and he gave Conrad a nod, but otherwise remained still. Conrad turned his attention back to Constable Bruno—or the thing that had once been Constable Bruno. It was crouched and looking about itself, its expression a mixture of confusion and feral hunger. It still looked more human than demon, but the jet-black eyes that Conrad knew would soon take on a red glow gave away the fact that there was nothing of humanity left within the constable.

      Conrad sought for anything he could use as a weapon. His eyes caught on the old-faithfuls of a hay barn—several pitchforks resting against the wall near the door. The demon was between Conrad and Nicolo, leaving the way clear to the pitchforks. He knew they would be of little effect against the demon, but they were better than nothing.

      He pointed discreetly toward the pitchforks to alert Qenna to his plan, and started to inch toward them. From what little experience Conrad had of freshly-made demons, he knew they took time to adjust. They began their new reality as crazed beasts, devoid of reason or anything but hunger. As they fed on the Fount—the energy of all life—that existed within their living prey, they developed, becoming smarter and more powerful. If Conrad had anything to do with it, this one would never get that far.

      It looked over Conrad, then turned toward Nicolo, who was still out cold and defenceless—the easier target for a quick meal. With its back to him, Conrad threw caution to the wind and dashed for the pitchforks. He grabbed two and threw one to Qenna, who jumped to his feet and caught it in one motion.

      He brought it to bear and shouted a challenge at the demon. It turned and snarled. Conrad levelled his fork with the prongs pointed at the demon, and started to circle around in an attempt to get between it and Nicolo.

      Qenna started to advance, taunting it with his pitchfork. The creature hissed at him, then spun around to face Conrad. Qenna moved instantly, and Conrad did the same, charging. He plunged his pitchfork into the demon’s shoulder, while Qenna speared it in the back. Conrad didn’t know if the creatures could feel pain, but this one didn’t appear to. The wounds were simply an inconvenience.

      The demon thrashed with preternatural strength against the restraint of the two pitchforks. Conrad struggled to keep his pitchfork buried in the creature’s shoulder, while also trying to force it to the ground. Qenna let out a grunt as he tried to get his weight onto his pitchfork. The creature fought them for every inch, and Conrad knew that what they were doing was all but futile. They could not kill the creature with the iron pitchforks. They’d need a blade to take the demon’s head from its shoulders, the only way they knew of killing the demons other than Telastrian steel. Thrashing as it was, it would take both of them to keep it pinned to the ground. All they could do was hope that Heidi came back before it broke free, and was able to part the creature from its head. Inch by inch, they forced it to its knees, then down onto all fours.

      Conrad noticed Petr stir from the hay, but didn’t have hope of him being any help. Brandt was on her feet too—she might be up to it.

      ‘Try to find a cutting blade,’ Conrad said from between gritted teeth.

      They scattered around the barn, kicking hay out of their way, turning over barrels and opening boxes. Brandt stopped, reached down, then held up a sickle.

      ‘Will this do?’ she said.

      ‘If it’s sharp,’ Conrad said.

      ‘What do I do?’

      Conrad wondered a moment if she and Petr might replace him on the pitchfork, but dismissed the idea. There was too great a risk that the demon would get free.

      ‘You have to cut off his head,’ Conrad said.

      ‘What? That’s the village constable!’ Brandt said.

      ‘Not anymore,’ Conrad said.

      ‘What is he, then?’

      ‘We’ll explain later,’ Conrad said. ‘For now, just cut off his head.’

      She looked from Conrad to the demon, and back again.

      ‘Seriously?’

      ‘Do I look like I’m joking?’

      Brandt hesitated.

      ‘Do it now!’ Qenna said.

      Lieutenant Brandt rushed forward and raised the sickle. She let out a battle cry and brought the sickle down with a two-handed blow. It struck the demon on the back of the neck, but too high. It caught on the skull rather than cleaving it from the body. She struggled to pull the weapon free, but it was stuck fast.

      The wound had no effect on the demon—it continued to thrash against the pitchforks pinning it to the ground. Conrad had to press on it with all of his weight to keep the creature from getting free—Qenna likewise.

      Petr appeared at Brandt’s side, and added his hands to hers.

      ‘On three,’ he said.

      They pulled it free, staggering back from the effort. Lieutenant Brandt didn’t waste another moment. She lunged forward with the sickle again. This time her aim was true, and the sickle carved through the demon’s neck. It continued to thrash for a moment, as its head rolled clear of its body, stopping at Conrad’s foot.

      Certain that the creature was finished, Conrad relaxed. He kicked the head back toward the now still body, revolted at it being so close to him, and at having touched it, even with his boot.

      Brandt threw the sickle to the ground.

      ‘All right,’ she said between laboured breaths, ‘now: What in hells was that?’

      ‘A demon,’ Qenna said, as he prodded its body with his pitchfork.

      Brandt let out a laugh, but cut it short. ‘You’re still not joking, are you?’

      Conrad and Qenna both shook their heads.

      ‘But demons don’t exist,’ she said.

      ‘Unfortunately, they do,’ Petr said. ‘They’ve been dormant for a very long time, but over the last few years they’ve been re-emerging.’

      She took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. ‘I’m struggling to take all this in.’

      ‘It will take some time,’ Qenna said. ‘We’ve had years, and I still find it hard to believe.’

      ‘What in hells is it doing here?’ Conrad said. It struck him that the constable had been alive only hours before. That meant another demon had turned him in that time. ‘We need to find Heidi.’

      Qenna nodded. ‘There have to be more of them.’

      Conrad felt the chill run over his skin again.
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      ‘We need to get out of here,’ Heidi said.

      Conrad looked up to see her standing in the doorway. Her eyes flicked to the remains of Constable Bruno.

      ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘So you already know.’

      Conrad nodded. ‘There’s more of them?’

      ‘I saw two,’ she said, ‘but there are probably more. They’re still stumbling about in confusion, but that won’t last for long. I’d like us to be somewhere else when that happens.’

      ‘We need to get our weapons first,’ Qenna said.

      ‘We do,’ Heidi said. ‘What condition is Nicolo in?’

      ‘He’s still out cold,’ Conrad said. ‘I don’t see any sign of that changing soon.’

      ‘There’s a stable on the other side of the village,’ Heidi said. ‘We can get horses there.’

      ‘What about the villagers?’ Lieutenant Brandt said.

      ‘We’ll do what we can for them,’ Heidi said, ‘but I think it may already be too late.’

      ‘Let’s get our weapons first,’ Qenna said. ‘We’re no use to anyone without them.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Heidi said. ‘Qenna, you and the others stay here and keep Nicolo safe. Conrad and I will get the swords and come back. After that we’ll see what we can do for the village—but if it’s a lost cause, we’re getting out of here.’

      Qenna pulled his pitchfork free of the constable’s body and nodded.

      Heidi looked at Conrad. ‘Ready?’

      ‘Yes,’ Conrad said.

      Heidi turned and started to run in a crouch toward the building they’d seen the constable coming out of. Conrad followed her, scanning the darkness for any sign of a demon. He could tell by the tingling on his skin that they were near, but he couldn’t see them. It was a torture that Conrad did his best to ignore. He would know all he needed to when they became a problem. He hoped he’d have his sword in his hand by then.

      ‘They’re close,’ Conrad said.

      ‘I can feel it too,’ Heidi said. ‘I almost wish I couldn’t.’

      They stole into the building. It was part house, part workplace. A large desk and a number of trunks and cabinets dominated one half of the main room, while a kitchen and small living area made up the rest. Local lords placed stewards and constables in villages like this to oversee their interests, and make sure they got the monies that were due to them. A good constable was loved by the people, a bad one loathed. Judging by the lack of fortification to this building, Bruno had been one of the former.

      ‘Where do you think he put the swords?’ Conrad said.

      Heidi went straight to the largest of the trunks by the desk, and pulled on the lid. It was locked. She swore, and looked around. ‘Try the others,’ she said. ‘I’ll see if I can find a key for this.’

      Conrad started going through everything that looked large enough to stash swords in, while Heidi rummaged through the kitchen, finally coming away with a sturdy-looking knife. She returned to the trunk and forced the lock with the knife.

      ‘They’re here,’ she said. She pulled out Conrad’s and threw it over to him, then followed with Qenna’s. Heidi strapped the remaining weapon to her waist, then drew the blade. ‘Let’s get back to the others.’

      How quickly they’ve changed, Conrad thought when they burst out of the constable’s house. There were four demons standing in the centre of the village’s market area. While they didn’t seem to have any objective, they were no longer ambling around in the state of confusion that would have marked the first moments of their existence as demons. They had clearly started to realise how hungry they were. In the past, newly-turned demons had wandered around in a bewildered stupor for hours. Now it seemed it only took them minutes to pass through this stage.

      The demons noticed them and turned, baring teeth that had yet to take on the elongated shape of their more mature brethren’s. Their eyes went to the Telastrian blades Heidi and Conrad held. Even so freshly created, the creatures instinctively knew the danger the rare steel represented to them, and they kept their distance.

      Conrad knew an opportunity when he saw it. He rushed forward, hoping to cut them down before they grew any stronger or smarter. He wanted to destroy these abominations, these affronts to all things good. He wanted it more than anything. There would be no better moment.

      ‘Conrad!’ Heidi said. ‘Wait!’

      It was too late to heed Heidi’s call. He cut at one of the demons, slicing it across the chest, but he knew it was no longer enough to kill the creature. He drew his blade back for a second cut, but the demon was gone. He looked around, and saw it lurking in the darkness a few paces away. The moment it realised Conrad had spotted it, it retreated farther, out of sight.

      Conrad smiled. The thought that this creature was afraid of him was deeply satisfying. He made to go after it.

      ‘Conrad!’ Heidi shouted. ‘On me. Now!’

      Conrad hesitated a moment, his desire to finish the demon almost overwhelming his sense of discipline. Heidi was his superior, however. She had more experience dealing with these monsters. He spat his frustration into the darkness, and returned to Heidi.

      ‘There’s too many of them,’ she said. ‘We need to get out of here now, before we’re swamped.’

      ‘We have the steel,’ Conrad protested. ‘We can clear this place of them.’

      ‘No, we can’t,’ Heidi said.

      ‘We have to do something for this village,’ Conrad said. ‘There might be survivors.’

      ‘With this many demons, the only thing we can do for this village is die,’ Heidi said. ‘Now do what you’re bloody well told. Get back to the barn and get everyone ready to move. I’ll get the horses.’

      She didn’t wait for Conrad’s agreement, but turned and ran into the darkness toward where they had seen the stables. Conrad swore under his breath. He looked back at the demons, who lurked in the darkness at the edge of his vision. They glared back at him, but seemed reluctant to approach while he was holding Telastrian steel. He couldn’t understand why Heidi wanted to leave them be while they were still struggling with their fledgling demonhood. Now was the perfect time to deal with them—not later, when they were starting to become capable of reasoned thought. And what of any surviving villagers? Was it not a banneret’s duty to protect those who could not protect themselves?

      But he realised it was also a banneret’s duty to follow orders, and his couldn’t have been any clearer. He started into a sideways run toward the hay barn, keeping his eyes on the demons all the while.

      Qenna stood in the doorway, pitchfork in hand. Conrad threw him his sword. Qenna dropped the pitchfork, strapped the sword belt around his waist, and drew the great curved blade.

      ‘Heidi is bringing horses,’ Conrad said. ‘We need to have everyone ready.’

      Conrad looked behind Qenna’s broad, muscled shoulders to see Nicolo, still senseless, propped up between Petr and Lieutenant Brandt. Conrad wasn’t so sure it was a good idea to be moving him, but they didn’t have any other choice. They’d readied Jurgen for moving, as he was also going to need help.

      He glanced back at the spot where he had last seen the demons. They were hidden by the darkness now, if they were still there at all. Should he have gone with Heidi instead of coming here?

      He wondered if she had sent him back to the barn because of the way he’d gone after the demons. He still couldn’t understand why she hadn’t helped him kill them while they were manageable in number, and still confused.

      Conrad heard sounds out in the darkness—shuffling, scratching, gurgling. Nausea mingled with fear in his gut, and his skin tingled. For the most part he appreciated this extra sense, a warning signal that the threat of demons was near—but now it brought nothing of value, only adding to his anxiety. Then the sound was joined by that of approaching hoofs, and Heidi emerged from the darkness on horseback, leading a small herd behind her.

      ‘There’s no time to saddle them,’ Heidi said. ‘It looks like the entire village’s been turned. We don’t have long before they’ll mass and attack.’

      They bundled Nicolo and Able Seaman Jurgen onto the back of one of the horses, then mounted. Conrad could still hear the demons shuffling in the darkness.

      ‘Follow me!’ Heidi shouted, turning her horse and galloping away. The rest followed without question, leaving Conrad to risk being left behind as he questioned the sense of her order. It was cowardice to flee. Plain and simple.

      Be that as it may, he knew there was little he could do alone against the growing number of demons shuffling in the darkness. He galloped after them, the desire to know why they’d turned their backs on this village burning within him.
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      They didn’t stop until they’d put at least ten miles between them and the village. The frenetic pace sapped what little energy Conrad had left in him. When Heidi called a halt, he slipped from his saddle and slumped to the ground. Even the rough roadside felt comfortable enough to sleep on.

      ‘I’ll get a fire going,’ Qenna said.

      Conrad didn’t know where Qenna got the energy from, but they all had a responsibility to one another, and Conrad owed it to the others to summon whatever stamina he had left. He wandered around the fringes of their camp picking up whatever pieces of wood he could find, and added them to the small pile Qenna was building in the middle of their group. Petr was keeping an eye on Nicolo and Jurgen, who they’d placed lying next to their fire pit. Conrad felt the urge to tend to Nicolo, but he knew that Petr’s healing skills made him the right person for that job.

      They had no food, and—eager as he was to add something to the situation—Conrad had neither the energy nor the tools to go hunting. Their brief sojourn in the village had done nothing to improve their situation, other than returning Nicolo to them.

      Qenna scraped the blade of his dagger along his piece of flint, creating a shower of sparks on the small pile of tinder he’d whittled from one of the sticks. They caught light quickly, and Qenna blew on them gently before placing the pile of burning tinder into a hollow he’d made in the pile of firewood. He blew on it several more times, until the flame from the tinder took hold on the wood. Only then did he seem to relax.

      For a time, no one spoke. The silence demanded an answer to the question on Conrad’s mind.

      ‘Why didn’t we stay and kill them?’ he said, breaking the quiet.

      Qenna shuffled uncomfortably, but said nothing.

      ‘Because there were too many,’ Heidi said, her voice sharp, her words precisely enunciated.

      ‘We have Telastrian steel,’ Conrad said. ‘Against that, the demons are little more dangerous than a person, and we’re all more than capable of dealing with ordinary people. We could have cleared them out before they realised what was going on.’

      ‘I don’t think that’s the case anymore,’ Heidi said. ‘They’re passing through the confused stage almost immediately. Didn’t you see what happened in the village? With the demon you attacked?’

      ‘He recoiled in pain and retreated into the darkness,’ Conrad said.

      Heidi shook her head. When Conrad looked over at Qenna, he was doing the same.

      ‘No. He retreated into the darkness in the hope you’d chase after him, to lure you towards his friends,’ Heidi said. ‘He already had enough cunning to try to outsmart you.’

      ‘We’ve been watching this unfold for some time,’ Petr said. ‘The demons are getting smarter, faster. It’s as though there’s more power available to them from the moment of their creation. I fear it’s a sign that their king is growing in power, and that is affecting all of his thralls.’

      Conrad felt a chill run through him.

      ‘So we just let them run wild?’ Conrad said.

      ‘We kill them where we can,’ Heidi said, ‘but the mission comes first. As these things grow stronger, killing them puts us at more risk. We endanger ourselves to kill one or two, while there are hundreds more lurking out there. We have to get to the source and burn it out like a rats’ nest. We’re down a man already. Until a few hours ago I thought we were down two. We need to be done with this while there are still some of us alive to do it.’

      ‘How are we going to do that?’ Conrad said.

      ‘Their king,’ Heidi said. ‘We cut off the head of the beast.’

      ‘First,’ Petr said, ‘we stop the demon king from regaining any more of his old power. Then we hunt him down and kill him.’

      Conrad nodded. It was a relief to hear it. The demons wouldn’t rest until they had his blood; merely containing them would never have been enough for him. This plan aligned with his needs. There might even be a normal life for him at the end of it all—if he survived.

      It didn’t take long for the magnitude of the task to remind itself to him. Some of the most famous heroes of legend had tried to slay Fanrac, and the best they had managed was to banish him to a few millennia of slumber.

      ‘How can we expect to do this, when so many others have failed?’ Conrad said. He looked to Petr, seeking out reassurance from the Grey Priest for the first time.

      Petr shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But we have to try. The answers we need might lie along the path of our journey.’

      Conrad fell silent as he tried to digest all the new information. He thought back over his brief encounter with the demon in the village. It had reacted to his cut exactly as he had expected it to—with pain and fear. But it seemed what had followed was not what he had thought it was. The conversation left a sick feeling in his gut, one that would not go away.

      ‘I’ll check on Nicolo,’ he said, unable to bear the silence but equally unable to fill it.

      He got up and shuffled over to where Nicolo was lying by the fire. They didn’t have even so much as a coat to throw over him. Conrad was thankful they were that little bit farther south, where the temperatures were milder than they would have been in Ruripathia.

      His skin looked pale in the flickering firelight, and Conrad worried. Why wasn’t he showing any response? It was as though all the life had already left Nicolo’s body, and only the barest shred was hanging on. Conrad wondered back to the moment he had chosen to swim for Petr rather than Nicolo. Had it been the right choice? He knew Nicolo had told him to, but the one thing that they taught students at the academy was that a commander was always responsible for his decisions. It was impossible to know, but he was sure that had he not rescued Petr, the priest would have drowned. Conrad had thought it the correct decision in the moment, and he supposed he still did. There was nothing to be gained by second guessing himself. Nonetheless, as he cast a glance over at Petr, huddled up next to the fire trying to keep warm, he couldn’t help but regret it.

      He looked over at Katya who was curled up next to the fire, but her eyes were open, staring into the flames. She must have been going through hell—having lost her ship, and now having to deal with the revelation that the creatures of nightmares were very real. He wanted to comfort her, to say something that might make her feel even a little better, but he couldn’t think of anything. It made him feel like a complete failure.

      Instead, he stared into the dark sky at the pinpricks of light above, trying to order the confused jumble of thoughts and emotions within him. He didn’t know what he was going to do if Nicolo died. He wasn’t sure he could cope with the cycle of grief and elation that he had already been through, only to be faced by grief once more. He thought longingly on what his life might be like today had the demons not come to his home on that night so many years ago. Would his parents still live? He saw no reason why not. Other than the occasional problems caused by reavers, bears, wolves, and more rarely, a belek, being a cattle herder was not a dangerous job. He might be staring at these very same stars as he moved his herd from their winter pastures to the spring ones in the foothills of the High Places.

      ‘Don’t look so glum, lad,’ Nicolo said, his voice barely more than a whisper. ‘I’m not dead yet.’
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      They continued on foot the next morning, leading the horses who were just as tired after their nighttime gallop. Conrad felt as if he had been run over by a stampeding herd of cattle as they trudged along the road, and none of them seemed to have the energy or resolve to quicken the pace.

      Only Nicolo and Jurgen were afforded the luxury of remaining on horseback. Jurgen had not regained consciousness, and Conrad knew Katya was beginning to despair for him. Conrad had seen enough of death to believe Jurgen’s was close. He was Katya’s last connection to her ship, however, and she was clinging to the hope of him living as fervently as she had clung to the cutter. Conrad was certain it wasn’t going to end well, and he felt for Katya and the additional pain that was coming.

      It made him think of all the people they’d been unable to help. The village that lay behind them served as a shameful reminder of how little they had managed to achieve, and of the devastation that lay ahead of them if they did not succeed in their task. Conrad did his best not to think about how others had failed, others who held almost god-like status in his imagination. Jorundyr was an actual god. In the Northlands, at least.

      It felt odd thinking of the Northlands and its gods. He had lived nearly as long in the south as he had in the Northlands as a child. Could he still call himself a Northlander? The way he dressed and spoke was certainly southern in style, as was the way he wore his hair short, and had yet to venture into growing a moustache or beard. He never made it longer than five days before the itching started to drive him to distraction and sent him for his straight razor. That wasn’t normal in the south either, though. Nicolo sported an impressive moustache, as had both Frantz and Henni, and most of Conrad’s comrades at the academy. Qenna was completely clean-shaven, the only hair on his head being his thick black eyebrows and long eyelashes.

      ‘He’s gone,’ Katya said, her voice distant and empty.

      It stopped everyone in their tracks. For a heart-stopping moment, Conrad feared she was talking about Nicolo—he was still far from recovered and Conrad was still worried about him. But she was looking at Jurgen, and Conrad’s relief made him feel guilty. He realised it was the first thing she’d said since leaving the village. Once again, he was torn by the fact that he seemed incapable of finding the right words to give her comfort. Or any words at all.

      They stood around the horse that carried the sailor’s slumped body, but no one had the energy to say much. The silence seemed fitting. Eventually, Heidi gave the order to move on.

      ‘Mount up,’ she said. ‘We’ll ride for a while. The horses have had enough rest. We will see to it that Able Seaman Jurgen gets a proper burial when we get to the next town.’

      As the sun reached its apex, a small collection of buildings surrounded by a wooden palisade came into view at the side of the road. They’d not passed a single person over the course of the morning, and Conrad wondered about that. He didn’t know much about Ostia, other than the reputation of its capital city, Ostenheim—perhaps they were in a regional backwater which attracted little traffic. But perhaps it was something else.

      Conrad wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but given Ostenheim’s reputation as the largest city in the world, the centre of trade on the Middle Sea, a great patron of the arts and education, and according to some, the very centre of the world itself, he’d expected the roads to be bustling with traders, travellers, and adventurers. There was none of that.

      The prospect of visiting Ostenheim should have been exciting, but Conrad had so many worries on his shoulders that he found it barely caused a stir within him.

      ‘That looks like a highway patrol station to me,’ Heidi said. ‘We’ll stop there and see what kind of help they can offer us. If we’re lucky, there may even be an Intelligencier stationed there.’

      Their pace quickened as the prospect of some succour presented itself. Conrad glanced at the others. Other than Nicolo—who looked like death warmed up, but was now at least sitting on his horse, holding on to the bridle and allowing Qenna to lead the beast by its reins—Katya looked the worst. She shifted awkwardly on her horse’s back, her face twisting in discomfort each time she did. Heidi had managed to put bridles on the horses in the haste of their flight from the village, but no more.

      Conrad found riding without a saddle uncomfortable, but he had done it frequently as a child with his father’s horse so it was familiar enough. The others had clearly enjoyed the use of saddles more often than not, but seemed to be coping well. Katya, on the other hand, was more accustomed to the pitching deck of a ship than the back of a horse, and this was obviously an experience both new and unwelcome. Added to the trauma of losing her ship and her crewmates, her suffering must have been great, yet she bore it without complaint. It made Conrad feel guilty about his whining internal monologue, even if he had kept it to himself, and he resolved to bear matters with greater fortitude.

      He wished there was something he could say to Brandt that would ease her discomfort, but he knew from experience that the only way to deal with the discomfort was to grow accustomed to it. He could see the look of relief on everyone’s face as they drew up at the patrol station’s gate.

      ‘Who goes there?’ came the challenge from an unseen guard.

      ‘An agent of the Intelligenciers and her comrades, seeking assistance.’ Heidi drew her dagger, and held it up so the Intelligencier sigil of staff, skull, and sword could be clearly seen. Conrad knew from experience that there were few foolish enough to impersonate an Intelligencier.

      He heard a clunking sound and unintelligible muttering as the gate was opened. Two men stood in the open gateway, both wearing faded blue tunics. The one with a rapier at his waist spoke.

      ‘Word arrived during the night of an Intelligencier shipwrecked on the coast,’ the man said. ‘Might I assume that is you?’

      Conrad was impressed that the constable had gotten word away so quickly. Someone must have ridden here through the night. Conrad realised it had saved that person’s life. A stroke of luck, he supposed. Assuming they hadn’t blundered back to the village, and the demons that were waiting.

      ‘The very same,’ Heidi said. ‘Intelligencier dal Bluchen, at your service.’

      ‘Banneret Captain Fruli at yours,’ the man said. ‘If you wish to come in, we can offer you some food and a safe place to rest.’

      ‘We’d appreciate that,’ Heidi said. ‘We are in a hurry, though, so we cannot remain long.’

      ‘I understand,’ Fruli said. ‘Corporal Pichler will show you to the cookhouse, and the bunkhouse if you want to get some sleep. As soon as the messenger arrived, I sent word to the nearest commandery, half a day’s hard ride south of here, in Bragadin. We can expect word back by tonight.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Heidi said. She slipped down from her horse, and handed the reins to Corporal Pichler. ‘I have something I need to discuss with you, Captain. It might be best if we do that in private.’

      Captain Fruli furrowed his brow, but nodded. ‘The corporal will see to your companions’ needs. If you’d like to come this way, Intelligencier.’

      They all dismounted, Conrad stiffly and Brandt with pain visible on her face. Captain Fruli and Heidi headed for a bleached wooden building, while Corporal Pichler gestured for them to follow him.

      The fort was rustic-looking, all of the buildings made from rough-cut, unseasoned timber with sap leaking from the knots and streaking down the walls. The cookhouse was dreary and humid from the cooking. One long table filled most of the room, while the small kitchen occupied the far end.

      There were two bored-looking soldiers sitting at the table drinking coffee. They gave Corporal Pichler a lazy nod, which he returned, then continued staring into their coffee mugs. It didn’t look like this fort was a very exciting posting, and Conrad wondered how they’d react to the news Heidi was sharing with their captain at that moment.

      ‘Help yourself to coffee,’ Pichler said. ‘It’s not the worst. There’s broth, too. It is the worst. Sorry.’

      They helped themselves to tin mugs stacked next to a copper boiler, which contained the coffee. They filled their mugs and sat at the table, ignored by the two soldiers. Corporal Pichler gave them a curt nod and went back to his duties.

      Katya sat staring into the distance, her mug untouched.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Conrad said, unable to come up with anything better, but unwilling to remain silent any longer.

      ‘I, I… It’s all so much to take in,’ Katya said.

      ‘It will take time,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘The best way is to try not to think about it too much,’ Petr said. ‘It is what it is, and dwelling on it can’t change that.’

      Katya nodded, a strained expression on her face, as though she was trying to take on board what Petr and Nicolo had said, wanting to, but not quite believing it could work.

      ‘Those… things?’ she said. ‘I can’t believe what I saw.’

      ‘They’re what we’re working to stop,’ Nicolo said, his voice still weak, but with a little of its usual character returning. Conrad hoped some hot food and more rest would complete the job of revitalising him.

      ‘Those poor people,’ she said. ‘Wasn’t there anything we could do for them?’ Her voice had grown a little stronger, more present. Being presented with the idea that it was possible to oppose these monsters seemed to galvanise her.

      ‘Not without joining them,’ Nicolo said. ‘We were in a sorry state last night, and their numbers grew too quickly for us to deal with. We’re planning to find our way to the source, and stop it all there.’

      ‘We’re going to do that,’ Conrad said. ‘I promise.’

      Katya nodded. ‘I hope so.’ She reached for her mug and took a sip. Conrad hoped their appearance of certainty, that everything would ultimately be all right, had given her comfort.

      The two coffee-drinking soldiers got up and left. Heidi came in once they had passed through the doorway and joined her comrades.

      ‘How did he react when you told him?’ Nicolo said.

      ‘I think he’s still stuck between not believing me and trying to hold onto the contents of his bladder,’ Heidi said. ‘Either way, he doesn’t have enough men here to go to Vellau and clean it out.’

      ‘If those demons spread, they could turn every person along the coast from there to Ostenheim,’ Petr said.

      ‘The captain understands the problem—and even if he didn’t, the Intelligenciers down here will, the moment they learn of it. They know all about what’s been going on. This problem is bigger than any one country, so information about it has been freely disseminated through our community. They know what it means and how seriously to take it.’

      ‘How long before more than just the Intelligenciers start to take it seriously?’ Conrad said. ‘How much of a problem do demons need to become until armies are sent to wipe them out and push them back into whatever holes they crawled out of?’

      ‘As with all things in this world,’ Qenna said, ‘it won’t be dealt with until it’s so great a problem that it can be ignored no longer. I both fear and rejoice in the fact that we are a long way from that point just yet.’

      ‘Is the coffee worth the effort?’ Heidi said.

      ‘Just about,’ Nicolo said. ‘If we hadn’t just marched through the night to get here after being shipwrecked and chased from our beds by demons, I’d say no.’

      ‘Good enough for me,’ Heidi said, sliding from the bench and getting herself a mug.
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        * * *

      

      No one was under any illusion that they could continue without some proper rest. Conrad couldn’t remember the last time he’d gotten a decent night’s sleep—probably before they had boarded the Albatross. The bunkhouse wasn’t the most comfortable place to stay, but it was warm and dry, and Conrad was particularly comforted by the fact that a guarded stockade surrounded them, manned by two dozen soldiers. It didn’t take him long to fall asleep—though when he did, his dreams were haunted by demons.

      He was awoken by the sound of clumping boots on the bunkhouse’s floorboards. It felt as though he’d only been asleep for seconds. Conrad cracked his eyes open and saw Captain Fruli and another man dressed in black standing in the late evening light coming through the doorway.

      ‘Wakey wakey,’ said the other man. He was as big and broad as Qenna, his greying hair close-cropped to match a neatly trimmed goatee. His sonorous voice eased the force of his words and made the unpalatable task of waking more bearable. ‘No more time for sleeping.’

      Across the room, Heidi sat up and rolled her legs out of her bunk. She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and looked up.

      ‘I thought I recognised that voice,’ she said. ‘Just when I thought my luck couldn’t get any worse. Luther.’

      ‘Well, well, if it isn’t the queen’s executioner,’ the man in the black cloak said.

      ‘First, she’s not a queen,’ Heidi said, ‘she’s a princess. Second, I do far more for her than just kill people.’ She chewed her lip a moment. ‘Speaking of which, last time I checked, your name was on the list of candidates for that particular courtesy.’

      ‘I’m happy to say you’ll find that my name has not been on that list for some time,’ the man said.

      Heidi nodded thoughtfully. She pointed to the man’s belt buckle, which Conrad saw was the same as the one she wore. ‘What brought you back to the staff, skull, and sword? In Ostenheim of all places.’

      ‘Fate, I suspect,’ Luther said. ‘My patron in Mirabaya met with an untimely end, and I found myself experiencing a less-than-warm welcome in my chosen home. The Duke of Ostia had heard of my… experience with Mirabaya’s new approach to magic, and thought my services might come in useful in setting up something similar here.’

      ‘So useful that he sent you to an outpost miles from the capital?’ Heidi said.

      The man let out a long sigh. ‘Once he got all he needed, my role was redefined. Still, I got my old rank back and a pardon for all past misunderstandings. This is a pretty enough part of the world, what with the rolling hills and vineyards. It could be worse.’

      Heidi let out a mirthful laugh. ‘You’ve always had the most curious way of describing matters.’

      Luther shrugged and smiled. ‘Even horse manure can give rise to beautiful flowers.’

      ‘Perhaps you should have been a poet, Luther,’ Heidi said, ‘although I doubt it would be a sufficient enough outlet for all that avarice bottled up inside you.’

      ‘You offend me, Heidi,’ Luther said. ‘Prioritising my best interests is all I’ve ever done, and that’s not something I’ll ever apologise for.’

      ‘A challenging fit when you’re supposed to be serving the greater good,’ Heidi said.

      ‘Pah. Show me an Intelligencier who does that and I’ll show you a better liar than either of us,’ Luther said.

      Heidi’s face hardened, but she remained silent. ‘We don’t have time for this,’ she finally said. ‘The captain has told you?’

      Luther nodded. ‘The rough outline.’

      ‘You’ve dealt with them before?’ Nicolo said.

      The big man looked over at Nicolo. ‘You, I do not know. Intelligencier Luther Endele at your service.’

      ‘Nicolo dal Christofori, at yours,’ he said, standing stiffly.

      Conrad was relieved to see that the sleep had put some colour back in Nicolo’s cheeks. He was starting to look more alive than dead.

      Luther nodded his head. ‘I’ve not dealt with them directly, but I’ve been aware of them since they first started appearing in Mirabaya almost a decade ago. We’ve had rumour of demon sightings in the eastern marches of Ostia, but none of them have been substantiated.’ He chuckled. ‘I thought this posting would put me as far away from them as possible.’

      ‘Bad luck seems to follow you, Luther,’ Heidi said. ‘And I’ve always been a firm believer that you make your own luck.’

      She let the comment hang in the air while Luther visibly mulled it over.

      ‘I’ve ridden the backside off myself and exhausted three horses to get here fast,’ Luther finally said. ‘I’m tired and in no mood for any more of this prattle. We don’t like one another—fine. Let’s move on. Now, what else do I need to know about these demons?’

      ‘The ones we’ve been dealing with recently in Ruripathia have been getting stronger,’ Nicolo said, breaking the stalemate. ‘Three of us struggled to deal with them one at a time, and most of the demon hunters we know have been killed in the last couple of years. We don’t expect these to be any different.’

      ‘Wonderful,’ Luther said. ‘How many in Vellau?’

      ‘Twenty to thirty, depending on whether the fishing boat crews were in,’ Captain Fruli said.

      ‘Thirty, then,’ Luther said. ‘My commandery doesn’t have enough men to deal with that many if three to one is what we’ll need to do the job. The troops in Bragadin are following, and with the men here we should be able to contain the creatures. Captain, send word with all haste to Bragadin for a full regiment. Dal Badia’s regiment is billeted there for the season. When they get here, we can go in and clean Vellau out.’

      ‘Sounds good,’ Heidi said, ‘and I’m sure stamping this out will get you back in the duke’s good graces, but we have other plans.’

      ‘Not anymore,’ Luther said. ‘You have expertise in this problem, and we’ll need that to minimise casualties.’

      ‘Minimise casualties?’ Heidi said. ‘It’s not like you to show concern for that. Unless the casualty you’re worried about is you.’

      ‘I can tell it will be a joy working with you again,’ Luther said.

      ‘We can either expend all our resources on plugging the leak,’ Heidi said, ‘or we can shut off the source of the water. That’s what we’re aiming to do, which is why we need to get on the road again now that we’re rested.’

      ‘This has been bubbling away for millennia,’ Luther said. ‘Another few days won’t hurt.’

      ‘Quite the oppos—’

      A bell started to clang outside in the fort’s courtyard. A strained voice followed it.

      ‘Alarm!’
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      Conrad’s friends reacted to the sound like the soldiers they were: pulling on boots, grabbing weapons, and getting outside to see what needed to be done. He felt the same urge—it had been drilled into him during his years at the academy—but this was not his station. He felt the confusion of knowing he should do something, but having no idea what.

      ‘Sergeant, what’s going on?’ Captain Fruli shouted at a man who was beating the clanger against the bell.

      ‘Things, sir,’ the sergeant shouted back, far louder than he needed to. Either he was half-deaf from the noise of the bell or one of those soldiers who thought anything worth saying was worth shouting for all you were worth.

      ‘Things?’ Fruli said.

      The sergeant might not have been able to make better sense of what he had seen, but Conrad knew only too well what he was describing. It seemed they had not managed to leave the villagers of Vellau behind after all.

      ‘Lock and brace the gates,’ Fruli shouted. ‘All men to stations. We’re under attack.’

      His voice brimmed with the authority of a man well trained for this situation. But when he turned to look at Heidi and Luther, his pale face and wide eyes said quite the opposite.

      ‘What do we do now?’ he said. ‘How do we fight them?’

      ‘I don’t suppose there are any Telastrian weapons here?’ Nicolo said.

      Captain Fruli barked out a laugh, despite the gravity of the situation.

      ‘All right. We all have them, so we will be the point we build our defence around,’ Heidi said. ‘What about you, Luther?’

      He pushed back his cloak to reveal a short sword at each hip, the hilts of which were unmistakably Telastrian steel.

      ‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’ Heidi said.

      Luther shrugged. ‘It would be a foolish man who let such fine weapons cross his path unclaimed.’

      ‘For once,’ Heidi said, ‘I think you might be right. Let’s get up on the palisade and see what we’re dealing with.’

      Rough pine ladders were the only access to the plank walkway running around the palisade. They clambered up one by one, then spread out along it. There was barely enough space to stand, let alone pass another person.

      Conrad surveyed the view with dismay. There was a group of twenty-odd demons about a hundred paces away, moving towards the fort. They were walking slowly, and Conrad realised they must have spent most of the day hiding somewhere from the light of the sun, and had—like Conrad and the others—only recently woken up as it started to set. In order for them to be here now, unable as they were to move during daylight, they must have started out from the village almost as soon as Conrad and the others had departed.

      It was frightening to think how close behind them the creatures must have been, without them knowing it.

      The fort was coming to life all around them, at the time of day when most of the troopers would have been hoping to settle in for supper. Conrad supposed problems rarely came knocking at a convenient time.

      ‘It doesn’t look like we’ll have to wait for the regiment’s arrival,’ Luther said. ‘They don’t seem so terrifying.’

      Conrad wasn’t sure whom Luther was trying to convince—himself, most likely. He had to admit the creatures didn’t look like much right now, but even the most docile of puppies could bite you.

      ‘We’ll need to use your troopers to keep the demons occupied and funnel them to us at a rate that we can deal with,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Is that the only way?’

      ‘Cutting their heads off or burning them works too,’ Qenna said. ‘They’re too quick to have much hope of taking their heads off, though. Do you have any pitch? Naphtha?’

      ‘No,’ Captain Fruli said. ‘We’re really not equipped for a siege. There’s a few barrels of lamp oil in the stores, though.’

      ‘Let’s get it out where we can use it,’ Heidi said. ‘It might come in handy.’

      Captain Fruli barked the order from the rampart, sending troopers rushing off to fetch the barrels of oil.

      Conrad turned his attention back to the demons. He’d been trained at the academy in how to defend a fortified position against assault, but something told him that all those rules could be cast to the wind now. As the last of the sunlight reaching over the horizon faded, the demons seemed to become more animated. He wondered if they would simply throw themselves at the gates until they gave way under the weight. They’d certainly not brought any scaling ladders, and didn’t seem to have the aptitude to make them. Perhaps the palisade would be enough to keep them out? Something in his gut told Conrad that was a forlorn hope.

      ‘Do we just wait?’ Captain Fruli said, breaking the silent vigil of the approaching demons. ‘Wait for them to come?’

      ‘Unless you’ve a better idea?’ Nicolo said. ‘If we’re lucky, they aren’t smart enough at this point to do anything more than pound on the walls. We’ll be able to thin out their number nicely before they start to work things out.’

      ‘When does that happen?’ Captain Fruli said.

      Nicolo shrugged. ‘Depends on whether or not they had a chance to feed on their way here.’

      ‘Feed?’ Fruli said, his voice laden with disgust and terror. ‘Feed on what?’

      ‘Anything living,’ Petr said. ‘Animals and… well, people, for the most part. They seem to prefer people.’

      ‘This just gets better and better,’ Fruli said.

      His voice was beginning to take on a hint of panic that Conrad hoped wouldn’t spread amongst the troopers. The simple presence of demons was a lot to take in. The prospect of being eaten by one—even in the life-force-draining way the demons did it—threatened to push them over the edge.

      ‘They feed off the land too,’ Qenna said. ‘On the energy of life that is everywhere. That will also make them smarter and more powerful, but more slowly than if they feed properly.’

      ‘Oh,’ Captain Fruli said.

      ‘Perhaps it would be best if we kept that from the men,’ Luther said.

      Captain Fruli nodded, but he looked as if he were miles away. Conrad had spent a large part of his life knowing that demons were real, and he couldn’t begin to comprehend how difficult it must be to deal with the discovery.

      ‘They don’t like light,’ Heidi said. ‘Let’s get as many torches and lanterns lit up as we can.’

      ‘I can help with that,’ Katya Brandt said.

      Conrad could tell she was trying to find a way to make herself useful in a completely alien environment.

      ‘Good,’ Heidi said. ‘Thank you. Every man gets a torch, if you’ve enough to go around.’

      Katya nodded and hurried away.

      ‘It’ll take more than that to throw them off,’ Nicolo said. ‘Much more.’

      ‘Can’t hurt,’ Qenna said. ‘For no other reason than I like to be able to see what I’m killing.’

      Conrad looked for the sun, which had completely dropped below the horizon, leaving only a glow behind to mark its passing.

      The troopers on the palisade were fixated on the creatures, which were now reaching the wooden barrier that Conrad hoped would keep them out. Then Fruli shouted out his orders and the men got to work, the activity breaking the spell that had held them.

      The first demon reached out to the timber posts and pressed against them. The wood held firm. She started to beat against the wood with her fists, joined by others as they reached the palisade. Conrad and the others watched in silence, the flickering of many torches casting a warm orange light on the scene.

      ‘If that’s all they’ve got,’ Luther said, ‘then we can wait until the relief force arrives tomorrow morning. We can hit them front and back in greater number.’

      ‘Not the worst plan I’ve heard,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘Since we have the walls, we might as well use them,’ Heidi said. ‘We’ll need to keep a constant watch, but if we can wait until we’ve greater numbers, we’d be fools not to.’
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        * * *

      

      The demons kept up their battering on the palisade as the darkness surrounding them grew deeper. Shrouded by darkness, their behaviour became all the more menacing.

      The torches were now the only source of light, the only comfort Conrad could find in the cold of this night. Captain Fruli had let some of his men return to the cook and bunk houses to get some hot food and rest, which made sense—they would need as many alert and rested hands as they could muster when the time to fight came, and no one knew how long this stand-off was going to last.

      Conrad stayed on the palisade, knowing he wouldn’t be able to get any sleep while the constant drumming of the demon fists on the wood rolled on. The sound became mesmerising. Conrad thought he noticed rhythms that came and went—he wondered if it was madness or the fatigue accumulated over days playing tricks on his mind. Both were more comforting explanations than the thought there was some intent on the part of the demons.

      ‘You should get some rest,’ Nicolo said, after they’d maintained their watch for what seemed like hours.

      ‘I’m young enough to get away with a few late nights,’ Conrad said. ‘You’re the one who needs the rest.’

      Nicolo hesitated a moment, then nodded. ‘You’re probably right. That little swim took quite a bit out of me.’

      ‘I’m not surprised. I was only in the water a few moments and it drained the strength out of me. You were lucky to survive.’

      ‘Aye,’ Nicolo said. ‘I was. I suppose it was about time we had some good luck. I’ll go and put my head down for an hour or two.’

      ‘I wonder how many others made it ashore?’ Conrad said.

      ‘Some, I hope,’ Nicolo said. ‘But I doubt it was many. That water…’ He sighed. ‘I’ll go and get some rest. Don’t push yourself too hard, Conrad. Even at your age, there are limits. The fresher you are, the better you’ll be.’

      Conrad nodded. ‘I won’t stay too much longer.’

      Nicolo smiled, and took one last look over the palisade at the demons below.

      He froze. ‘It’s stopped.’

      Conrad noticed it in the same instant. The thumping had abruptly ceased. There was silence on the palisade once more. Conrad leaned over the edge and looked down. The crowd of demons had thinned out—there were only five of them below him now.

      ‘Where have they gone?’ Conrad said.

      ‘That’s a good question,’ Nicolo said. He started to work his way along the rampart.

      Conrad followed, looking down below as he went. The demons were spread out along the rampart now, touching the wooden posts inquisitively before continuing on their way.

      ‘They’re trying to find a way in,’ Nicolo said. ‘They’ve gotten smarter.’

      Conrad’s stomach turned over at the thought.

      ‘Do you think they’ll succeed?’ Conrad said.

      Nicolo shrugged. ‘This place isn’t exactly a model of good upkeep. I wouldn’t be surprised if the fort isn’t as watertight as we might like.’

      A cry of panic shot through the night air, segueing into one of pain.

      ‘Damnation,’ Nicolo said, drawing his sword. ‘It sounds like we have our answer.’

      The alarm bell, which had been silent since the first sighting of the approaching demons, pealed out again.

      They hurried toward where they had heard the scream come from. Heidi and Qenna had gotten there before them, and were in the process of cutting down a demon that had savaged two soldiers. They were surrounded by other soldiers, all of whom seemed too afraid or fascinated to join in—though Conrad thought they would most likely have gotten in the way if they had tried. Several of them held torches, which bathed the area in reddish-orange light. There was a distinctly hellish quality about the scene.

      Captain Fruli arrived, holding a torch out in front of him as if it were a talisman of protection from the demon.

      ‘Gods alive,’ he said, as Heidi and Qenna dispatched the demon with a flurry of savage blows from two directions. He looked from the dismembered demon to the gap in the palisade where the demons had broken through some rotten posts. ‘What do we do now?’

      ‘It’s your fort,’ Heidi said as she struggled to catch her breath.

      ‘It’s not really a fort,’ Fruli said. ‘Just a highway patrol station. It was never meant to be defended against assault.’

      Heidi sighed, looked to Nicolo, and raised an eyebrow. Nicolo nodded.

      ‘Captain Fruli, my people and I are armed with Telastrian weapons. We’ll man the breach in the wall and let them come through one at a time. You and your men should be enough to deal with that. Keep them distracted, and take off their heads. It’s the only way you’ll be able to kill them. Understand?’

      Fruli nodded.

      ‘Maintain a watch on the walls,’ Nicolo said. ‘We can’t let this breach distract us from another attack somewhere else.’ He looked over at Luther, who had come out of the bunk house. ‘If you’d be so good as to join us at the breach.’

      Luther drew his matching Telastrian blades.

      Conrad made to move toward the hole in the wall, but Nicolo held out a hand to stop him.

      ‘I don’t trust these soldiers to get the job done,’ Nicolo said. ‘I need someone I can trust back here with a Telastrian blade to make sure the creatures are properly dead.’

      Conrad nodded in agreement and took a step back. Another demon forced his way through the hole in the palisade, oblivious to the rents the jagged planks cut into his body.

      Nicolo, Heidi, Qenna, and Luther advanced on the creature, slashing at him from all directions. The creature recoiled from the touch of the Telastrian steel, as a normal person might react to being cut by a regular steel blade. Conrad watched the torchlit fight, remembering a time when a simple cut from a Telastrian blade would be enough to spell doom for a demon. Now all they could manage was to wound them.

      They goaded the demon through to where Captain Fruli’s soldiers waited, their faces pale and eyes wide. They were a rough-looking bunch—the type who are sent far away from genteel society to places where their behaviour will cause fewer problems. There was something incongruous about seeing fear on their faces, and Conrad wondered if it was strange that he felt nothing.

      But that wasn’t quite true. Ignored for many years though it had been, Northlands blood still ran through his veins, and the killing of his parents remained unavenged. He felt nothing other than joy at the prospect of exacting revenge. It would take an archdemon to fully settle that debt—ideally the one who had been in the farmhouse that night—but a demon of any description went some way to redressing the balance.

      The demon passed through the gauntlet of stinging blades, and into the reluctant bunch of ne’er-do-well soldiers that awaited it. Armed with spears, axes, and short swords, they all acted like it was the first time they’d been faced with the task of hitting something with intent.

      Eager for vengeance, Conrad strode forward and slashed at the already confused demon. His blade passed through thin air—the monster moved faster than Conrad’s eyes could keep up.

      Surprised though he was, it wasn’t the first time someone—or something—had dodged one of Conrad’s attacks. He instantly reversed his attack, pulling the blade back up while he moved forward, committing himself further.

      Again his blade hissed through thin air, scoring not even a scratch on the demon. He flicked his eyes up and could see Nicolo and the rest herding another demon through the breach, while holding others back.

      The soldiers were still keeping their distance. The ones who survived this night to tell the tale would no doubt claim to have been first into the fray, but that couldn’t have been farther from the truth. They were as timid as a flock of lambs.

      ‘Get in closer!’ Conrad shouted. ‘Crowd it.’ He hoped the regular steel of their weapons would be enough to pin it in place so he could kill it.

      ‘As soon as you can, Conrad!’ Nicolo said. He and Qenna were holding back several demons that were trying to get through the palisade hole, while Heidi and Luther kept busy with the other that was already through.

      ‘Closer!’ Conrad barked. ‘Now!’

      The bravest among the soldiers, an evil-looking fellow with a scar that twisted the left side of his face into a permanent sneer, moved in and slashed at the demon with his axe. Gradually, his comrades joined him, goading the demon with spear and sword point.

      Conrad was still the focus of the demon’s attention. Once he had felt the touch of ordinary steel, he knew Conrad was the real threat. As the demon zeroed in on him, oblivious to the soldiers around him, Conrad realised for the first time that he had not given thought to the person this thing had once been. It was a man, of middling height and sturdy build, the type of man used to working a plough. He had no hair now. Whether that had been the case before or not, Conrad could not tell.

      Until that moment, he had seen the demon as nothing more than a figure to hate. The literal monster any hero should show absolute commitment to vanquishing. Now he wondered if there was any humanity left within this creature, if a last vestige remained of the man it had once been.

      One of the axe-wielding soldiers was struck by a moment of over-confidence, now that the demon seemed to be hesitating in its confinement. He moved in to take a killing strike at the monster’s neck. With barely a glance, the demon reached out with blinding speed and grabbed the soldier by the hair.

      Conrad had always thought that a person’s hair would give way first, but it seemed that wasn’t the case, not in this instance at least, if you got hold of enough of it and pulled with sufficient force. There was a moment of stillness, everyone looking on in utter shock, as the demon ripped the man’s head from his shoulders. Conrad had to react faster than everyone else, for the creature flung the disembodied head at him with enough force to do serious damage.

      Splattered with blood, Conrad wasted no more time. He lunged forward, his blade leading the way. As expected, the demon was not there by the time Conrad’s blade arrived, but with the press of men and steel surrounding it there was only so far it could go. Leaving behind the finesse of swordplay that he had worked so long and hard to perfect, Conrad charged in, holding his sword in both hands. He slashed down with as much savage force as he could muster, and caught the demon on the shoulder.

      Something about the contact felt different to a normal person. The flesh felt spongier somehow. He dug his blade in as deep as he could—a wound that would have killed any human in an instant. Still the demon struggled against Conrad, threatening to pull the sword from his hands. The creature’s glowing red eyes burned with hatred while its struggles slowly diminished, until at last it slumped to the ground. Conrad pulled his sword free and took off the demon’s head with a sweeping cut to be sure it was finished.

      Conrad took a step back as he tried to slow his breathing. He looked at the faces staring at him.

      ‘No more heroics,’ Conrad said. ‘We close in around it, and I’ll kill it. Only take a strike at its neck if you’re behind it and sure of the blow.’

      There were nods all around, and two of the soldiers set to dragging the bodies away, leaving the ground clear to deal with the next demon.

      ‘We’re ready here,’ Conrad shouted.

      Nicolo glanced back and gave him a nod. His face was red, even taking the torchlight into account. He and Qenna were working furiously to keep the demons out, to stop them from overwhelming the garrison. But it was clear to Conrad that they couldn’t keep this up for long.

      ‘Captain Fruli!’ Conrad said.

      The garrison commander responded from somewhere in the crowd of soldiers.

      ‘We need to get that breach blocked up,’ Conrad said. ‘I don’t care what you use or how you do it, but we need to get it done.’

      ‘I’ll attend to it directly,’ Fruli said, his voice hollow, as though his body was running on instinct and his thinking mind had long since fled in terror.

      Unable to see him, Conrad had to trust that Fruli would be true to his word. In the meantime, all there was to do was step back and prepare for the next demon.
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      Conrad and the soldiers dealt with the second demon Nicolo allowed through their funnel in much the same fashion as the first. Emboldened by that success, the soldiers showed more enthusiasm for the task, and proved genuinely useful as Conrad dispatched the creature.

      It was hard work despite the extra help, and the second demon fell to his blade through a moment of good fortune rather than any exercise of great skill. Conrad cast hopeful glances over his shoulder, wondering where Captain Fruli was and how long it would be before they got the breach in the palisade closed.

      ‘Ready for the next one,’ Conrad shouted. He could see that Nicolo and Qenna had tired, and were in the process of trying to switch positions with Heidi and Luther. This momentary interruption in their defence of the breach was exploited to the full, and three demons burst through the hole.

      They tried to stop the monsters from getting past them, but they were too many and too strong—Conrad’s comrades only managed to engage one of them, while doing their best to keep any more from getting through.

      Conrad immediately moved to engaged the first of them. ‘Slow the other one down,’ he barked. Most of the men jumped to his order, which was satisfying, but made him wish he’d specified only some of them, as almost all of the soldiers turned their attention to the other demon.

      He took one more quick glance back into the darkness to see if Captain Fruli was back, but there was no sign of him. Only darkness. He slashed at the demon as he turned back, but with space to move, it was gone by the time the blade arrived. The soldiers were still too hesitant, the memory of their comrade’s decapitation fresh in their minds. Conrad had expected as much, and changed his strategy to drive the creature into the confines of the space between the bunkhouse and the palisade. At least there it would only be able to move backward and forward.

      Herding the creature proved more challenging than Conrad had hoped. Slowly but surely he goaded it into the narrow passageway. When the hint of torchlight from behind caught his eye, Conrad allowed himself a smile of satisfaction. It must be Fruli, back with his repair team.

      Conrad launched into a series of feints, intended to confuse the now-confined demon before it was ripe for the delivery of a killing blow. He would be needed back at the breach in the palisade to give Fruli and his men the breathing space to block up the hole in the wall.

      Even restricted as it was, the demon proved more slippery than Conrad expected. He drove it back along the passageway and almost out the other end before he connected with his blade—a superficial wound, but one on which he was quick to capitalise. Conrad threw caution to the wind and hurled himself forward to follow up, praying that the pain his first strike had caused would be enough to ease his path to a second, killing, strike.

      The tip of his sword struck true. The demon hissed in outraged pain, its eyes burning with hate. Conrad’s momentum drove his blade deep into the demon’s chest and out the other side, and carried him into the demon, bowling them both over in a tangle of sword and limbs.

      Conrad could feel the air hissing out of the demon’s throat and he scrabbled to stay clear of its mouth. He didn’t know how close it needed to be to start draining the life energy out of him, but today was not the day he wanted to find out. He rolled clear and onto his feet, taking a moment to steady himself. The demon was lying on its back next to him, its lifeless eyes staring into the darkness above. Conrad retrieved his sword and hurried back down the passageway to where the melee continued.

      There was fighting everywhere he could see, illuminated by pools of torchlight held in wavering hands. Conrad struggled to decide where to look as he tried to make sense of the scene before him—one that had changed beyond recognition in the few moments he had been away.

      He spotted Captain Fruli kneeling over the body of a struggling soldier, pressing him down. Fruli’s mouth opened to an unnatural degree, and Conrad saw a wisp of coruscating blue light start to form around the soldier’s face and draw toward Fruli’s open mouth.

      Conrad rushed forward, his horror at the scene—and the memory of Henni’s death that it provoked—causing him to lose all reason. He kicked Fruli in the head, sending the demon’s body sprawling across the dirt and out of the light of the torch he had been within. His eyes glowed an evil red in the dark, but he still displayed the shambling confusion the newly-created of his kind always did as he tried to get back to his feet.

      A swift cut was all Conrad needed to separate Fruli’s head from his body. There wasn’t time to help the bewildered soldier back to his feet. Nicolo and Qenna were fighting back-to-back as they faced attacks from both sides. Heidi and Luther were part of a pocket of soldiers being pressed back against the wall, their numbers being picked away with each passing moment.

      Conrad felt a tug at his ankle, which was enough to give flight to the feeling of panic that had been rising in his gut. He pulled away and looked at what had grabbed him. It was one of the soldiers—one of the many nameless faces that had been happily wandering around the fort when they’d arrived. With Captain Fruli dead, Conrad wondered whose responsibility it would be to notify this man’s family. The thought lingered for less time than it took for Conrad to skewer the demon through the heart.

      But one less made little difference. They were being created faster than he and the others could kill them, and they had completely overrun the fort. The confusion of the newly-created creatures was the only thing keeping Conrad and the others alive, but he feared that wouldn’t last long. He wondered where the other breach was. Perhaps there was more than one. It didn’t matter anymore. They had lost the fort.

      ‘We need to fall back to the blockhouse,’ Luther shouted. ‘It’s the only solid building here.’

      Conrad nodded, but wasn’t certain Luther’s shout was for him. Either way, he didn’t know which was the blockhouse—not that there were many to choose from. As if reading Conrad’s mind, Luther stabbed one of his swords into the air.

      ‘That one!’ Luther shouted. It was the building Fruli had taken Heidi into when they’d first arrived.

      Nicolo turned, a strained look on his face. ‘Go! Now!’

      Although Conrad’s path was clear, Nicolo and the others had dozens of demons—villagers and turned soldiers alike—blocking their way. He felt a flash of anger at the way Nicolo was trying to protect him, and found himself torn between being a good soldier and obeying his orders, and helping his friends.

      His indecision lasted only an instant. He plunged into the mess of terrified soldiers fighting for their lives, in some cases against demons who had been their comrades only minutes before. Conrad was able to cut a swathe through the demons, which were driven by their confused hunger and surrounded by so many available sources of food. He tried not to dwell on how many of the soldiers were dying while creating this distraction. He could only take solace in the thought that his actions might save some of them. For now.

      ‘I told you to get to the blockhouse,’ Nicolo said. He bore four scratches on his face—marks left by a demon’s fingernails.

      ‘I was too afraid to go on my own,’ Conrad said, hoping the irony wouldn’t be lost in the moment.

      Nicolo had but an instant to show his appreciation for the humour. No sooner than the words had left Conrad’s mouth, a demon burst through the hole in the palisade and threw itself at Nicolo. He couldn’t get his blade up in time, and he ended up grappling with the creature—one of the villager-demons, from the way it was dressed.

      Nicolo looked exhausted, but even at his freshest he would not have been a match for the quickly-maturing demon. It grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off his feet. Conrad moved to stab it, but the creature reached out in the blink of an eye and grabbed his blade with one hand. It howled in agony and recoiled as its flesh came in contact with the Telastrian steel, dropping Nicolo from its other hand and turning its attention to Conrad.

      Nicolo drove his sword into the creature’s back between its shoulder blades and through its heart. The demon stiffened in surprised agony, then slumped to the ground.

      Around the fort, chaos had taken firm hold. Any semblance of an organised defence was gone. Pockets of soldiers fought for their lives, their struggles illuminated by pools of torchlight.

      ‘We need to get to that blockhouse,’ Nicolo said.

      Conrad looked in that direction. He could see the others were already fighting a retreat toward it, while the recently fallen soldiers continued to add to the demons’ ranks.

      ‘Come on!’ Heidi shouted. ‘We don’t have all day.’

      ‘Night,’ Luther corrected.

      ‘Whatever.’

      They were surrounded by soldier-demons—still too confused to be more than a hindrance as individuals, but as a group they were harrying Heidi, Luther, and Qenna every step of the way. Conrad and Nicolo hurried to join them, cutting their way through the soldier-demons while they were still manageable.

      More and more demons converged on them, and the blockhouse seemed so close but still an unattainable goal. He could see Lieutenant Brandt standing at the entrance with a soldier, both slashing at a demon that was trying to get hold of them.

      ‘Hurry!’ Katya shouted.

      It occurred to Conrad that she barely knew any of them, really, and the fact that she and the soldier hadn’t already gone inside and locked the door behind them spoke volumes about her.

      They reached the door at last, and took down the demon there with a deluge of savage blows. Conrad paused at the threshold and looked back over his shoulder. He could see only demons. He looked at Nicolo and shook his head.

      ‘There’s nothing we can do for anyone still out there anyway,’ Nicolo said. ‘Get that door shut.’

      Conrad didn’t need to be told a second time. He hadn’t seen any soldiers still alive. The heavy iron-banded door closed with a slam that reverberated through the blockhouse. Conrad pulled down the iron bar that locked the door, then allowed himself a sigh of relief before turning to face the survivors.

      Other than the group he had arrived with at the fort, there were four, including Luther. It was a depressing death toll, made worse by the fact that most of the dead were now waiting outside for them. Conrad tried to take solace in the fact that they were alive at all, but there was little to be found in the thought.

      The building was smaller than its name suggested—it was little more than Captain Fruli’s office. Luther sat down in the chair behind Captain Fruli’s desk, and hoisted his dusty black boots up onto the table.

      ‘It’s a good thing the Ostian officer class have an innate distrust of their enlisted men,’ Luther said. ‘The only reason this blockhouse is here is to keep the pay chest secure. Good for us, though.’

      ‘Not that good,’ Heidi said. ‘The way I see it, we’re stuck in here with a horde of demons outside.’

      The sound of fists beating against the log walls of the blockhouse started drumming away rhythmically.

      ‘And clamouring to get in,’ Heidi finished. ‘They’ve managed to find a way through pretty much everything else that’s stood in their way. How long will it take them to find their way in here?’

      ‘More than three hours, I hope,’ Luther said.

      ‘What?’ Heidi said. She looked tired and irritable, but Conrad reckoned she was entitled to be, all things considered.

      ‘He’s right,’ Nicolo said. ‘The sun will be up in about three hours. If we can hold out until then, we’ll be able to walk out of here free as birds.’

      ‘The walls look solid,’ Qenna said. ‘More solid than anything we’ve seen so far.’

      ‘We’re due some luck,’ Petr said. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever had such a run of bad luck in my life.’

      Petr looked shaken—the jumpy, exhausted shell of a man who had spent the last hour in utter terror. As the only one of them not trained to battle, even Conrad felt some sympathy for him. The rest of them had a chance—or at least believed they had a chance—fighting a demon one-on-one. Petr knew for a certainty that he would be dead.

      The banging on the walls reminded Conrad of the racket the demons had made at the palisade earlier, but it was a duller sound, indicating how much thicker and more solid the walls of the blockhouse were. Conrad thanked the gods for paranoid Ostian officers—and for thieving enlisted men, whether they were guilty of the accusation or not.

      ‘What do we do until then?’ Katya said.

      ‘We wait,’ Luther said. ‘I’d suggest at least half of us try to get some sleep while the others keep watch. We may have to fight our way out of this yet, and I know I’d like to have a little more zip and vim when that moment comes.’

      Luther immediately put his hands behind his head, leaned back in the chair, and closed his eyes. Conrad wondered if the act was simply a demonstration of bravado. Conrad himself was jumping out of his skin with the agitated energy of danger and battle. There was no way he’d be able to sleep for some time yet. He found a corner of the room and sat, once again doing his best to block out the incessant beating on the walls.
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        * * *

      

      Conrad woke to the sound of the iron latch being lifted on the blockhouse’s door. It took a second to remember where he was, and the situation they were in. As soon as he did, he sat bolt upright, then rolled to his feet.

      ‘What’s going on?’

      Qenna and Nicolo were standing by the door.

      ‘The sun’s up,’ Qenna said. ‘There’s been no beating on the walls for a few minutes now.’

      Conrad realised the sound had stopped, a welcome relief to his over-taxed ears. He watched as they slowly opened the door. The blockhouse had no windows, so this was the only way to know what was outside. Conrad felt his heart quicken as he waited for Nicolo’s report.

      ‘It looks all clear,’ Nicolo said.

      Qenna peered out behind him. He nodded. ‘No sign of them.’ He frowned. ‘Other than the destruction they leave behind.’

      Nicolo stepped outside into the morning sunshine. One by one, they followed him. Conrad had to shield his eyes from the bright light, so accustomed had they become to the gloom of the blockhouse.

      They gathered in the courtyard to survey the damage. At some point in the night, the cookhouse had caught fire, and little remained but some charred black stumps and a smouldering black stain on the ground.

      As always with a demon attack, there were fewer bodies than Conrad would have expected. The only ones that remained were those they’d managed to kill near the breach in the palisade, along with a few others marking the route of their retreat to the blockhouse. It was a grim thought that every missing body was one demon more. Conrad wondered where they might be hiding, and what would happen to them if they were caught out in the sunlight. It seemed too much to hope that they had not been able to find a hiding place in time, and had been destroyed by the sun’s purifying rays.

      ‘We should look for survivors,’ Heidi said. ‘I wouldn’t blame them if they wanted to stay hidden for a very long time.’

      ‘Survivors is optimistic,’ Luther said. ‘Look around. Where is there to hide?’

      ‘We should still look,’ Qenna said. ‘Stranger things have happened.’

      ‘To us, more than most,’ Nicolo said. ‘It won’t take long. Then we can make some breakfast and be on our way.’

      A heavy pounding started on the fort’s gate. Conrad nearly jumped out of his boots in fright, but recovered quickly and drew his sword. He glanced at Nicolo, who had a puzzled expression on his face. They’d had a hard few days, and there wasn’t much fight left in any of them. Conrad wasn’t sure how much longer they could keep going like this.

      ‘That’s new,’ Heidi said, breaking the silence with the thought Conrad reckoned was on all of their minds.

      ‘Open in the name of the Intelligenciers!’ came the shout from outside the palisade.

      Someone let out an audible sigh of relief, but stifled it quickly. Conrad resisted the urge to look around to see who it might have been.

      ‘Do you think we should tell them the back door is wide open?’ Heidi said.

      ‘I think I can stretch to opening the front door to our rescuers,’ Nicolo said. He walked stiffly across the yard to the gate, and strained to pull the wooden bar clear. It clattered to the ground and the gates creaked in annoyance as Nicolo pulled them open and let them swing back against the palisade.

      Conrad counted twenty men on horseback gathered outside, all dressed in black. A squadron of cavalry soldiers in green livery was arrayed behind them. The wave of tension pressing on him lifted from his chest and shoulders. He’d grown so used to it, he hadn’t even noticed it until it was gone. It seemed this particular ordeal was over, even if there was still a great deal of their mission left to complete.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Ostenheim held the attractive promise of proper rest and good food, enough to urge them on from the remains of the fort. They took only enough time to eat a proper meal before departing, with the promise that a hard ride all the way would be the true price of the succour that awaited them. Even the horses would get more of a break, as they were swapped over at every waystation along the road.

      Tired though he was, when Ostenheim finally hove into view, Conrad felt excitement rise within him of the type that can only be created by a truly significant life moment. Ostenheim was said to be the largest city in the world, and as he surveyed its great walls and its grand castle, perched atop the rocky promontory looking out over the sea, Conrad could well believe it.

      ‘Impressive,’ Heidi said.

      ‘You’ll find everything in Ostenheim,’ Nicolo said. ‘From the most refined expressions of wealth to the lowest ebb of human existence.’ He looked over at Heidi. ‘You’ve not been here before?’ He sounded surprised by the possibility.

      ‘Never had the cause,’ Heidi said.

      Nicolo nodded. ‘There’s a little inn I know in the old town. It’s reasonably priced and clean. We’re no use to anyone if we’re exhausted.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Qenna said.

      ‘What about you, Luther?’ Heidi said. ‘Are you going to help us on our mission?’

      ‘I’m still not entirely sure what it is, but while you’re in Ostenheim I’ll need to keep an eye on you. After that, you’re on your own.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ Heidi said. ‘Intelligencier resources will come in useful. And what about you, Lieutenant Brandt?’

      ‘As much as I’d love to continue, I have to report to my company’s office,’ she said. ‘After that, where I go and what I do is up to them.’

      Nicolo nodded, and Lieutenant Brandt fixed him with an intense stare. ‘You’ll stop these things, won’t you?’

      Nicolo took a moment to answer. ‘We’ll do our very best.’

      ‘Most of the shipping companies keep their offices over in Docks,’ Luther said. ‘Follow the road down the Eastway river, and that will get you there.’

      She nodded her thanks and said her goodbyes. Her eyes lingered on Conrad a moment longer than they needed to, and he felt a pang of sadness that she was going. It was mingled with happiness, though—she’d be far safer away from him.

      Then she was gone, leaving Conrad with an odd sense of loneliness that he hadn’t experienced in a very long time.

      Once inside the walls, Conrad’s attention was quickly taken up with studying the new city. He didn’t think it was all that different to the other cities he’d been in. The buildings looked a little different—mainly red brick rather than pale stone—and they tended to be taller, but other than that, the daily life of the city seemed to be much the same.

      Luther parted company with them after a short while, to bring report of their encounters to his superiors at the Intelligencier headquarters within the city.

      The one difference Conrad did notice was that Ostenheim seemed to go on and on. Just when he expected them to run into the wall marking the far side of the city, another street opened up and the seemingly endless buildings continued.

      Eventually they reached the enormous walled harbour, which Nicolo led them around, then they went through a gate in a smaller set of walls that brought them to the old town. By the time they reached the inn, Conrad was in a daze, more tired than he could ever remember having been. Finding somewhere to lie down and sleep felt like the most important thing in the world.

      From the greeting Nicolo received at the inn, it was clear to all that he was an old and frequent customer. A boy showed them to their rooms, with Conrad stumbling behind. When presented with a bed, he fell face first into it and was asleep before he hit the mattress.
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        * * *

      

      Conrad went down to the inn’s small taproom when he finally awoke. He had no idea what time, or even what day, it was, but he felt refreshed. The trials of the previous days had been relegated to some minor aches and stiffness. He hadn’t paid much attention to the inn when he’d arrived, but Nicolo hadn’t been lying when he’d described it as ‘little’. The taproom had one table, with the kitchen visible in the next room through an empty doorway.

      The chairs were filled—everyone was already there, including Luther.

      Heidi looked up when Conrad arrived at the table.

      ‘Ah, the sleeping prince awakens,’ she said. ‘We were starting to wonder if it was ever going to happen.’

      Conrad shrugged.

      ‘Well, you’re here now, so time to join in the conversation,’ Nicolo said, gesturing to a stool to the side of the table. Conrad pulled it up and sat as close as space would allow. It seemed Luther had been holding council when Conrad had arrived, and now he continued.

      ‘The challenge will be locating the person you’re looking for, but from what you told me on the road south, I was able to make some inquiries at the Grey Tower, and I’ve turned up something interesting.’

      ‘What’s the Grey Tower?’ Conrad whispered to Qenna.

      ‘The name given to the Intelligenciers’ headquarters in the city,’ Qenna said. ‘Not a pleasant place to end up, by all accounts.’

      Luther cast them an irritated glance, and Qenna stopped talking.

      ‘As I was saying, I’ve turned up something interesting. A few years ago, the Grand Duchy of Ostia moved from a policy of actively prosecuting the illegal use of magic to the policing of unregistered magic. About six months ago, our magic surveillance agents encountered something they hadn’t seen before, although in these times of new developments, that is not at all unusual. What made this one a little more out of the ordinary was that the magic they detected had an unusual signature. Nothing we’d seen before, or have seen since.’

      ‘There are different types of magic?’ Nicolo said.

      Luther nodded. ‘State-authorised magic is all based on whatever old Imperial information we can scrounge up. It has a certain… flavour, I suppose would be the best way to put it. Trained mages can taste this flavour in the aftermath of magic shaping. We’ve only encountered two other types of magic. The obvious one is demon magic, which thankfully we’ve had very little of here in Ostenheim. In saying that, however, alarm bells were raised several months ago. We thought there was a flare-up of demon magic, but it seems to have been an isolated occurrence that has yet to be repeated. Probably some poor fool stumbled upon dangerous information and killed himself in an attempt to become a demon mage.

      ‘Anyhow, it’s the final type we’ve observed that’s of interest now. It’s been seen a number of times, and although not especially pronounced, the pattern suggests we have at least one practitioner of it in the city. Whoever it is has the knowledge and skillset to shape this type of magic without killing themselves in the process. We don’t know anything about it, and we’ve been unable to replicate it—meaning they learned this stuff somewhere else. I suspect these may be the footprints of the Grey Priests in the city, the ones you said were keeping watch over the person you’re looking for.’ Luther paused for a moment, leaned back in his chair, and laced his fingers over his belly.

      ‘Unless you give me a little more information,’ he said, ‘I’m afraid that’s all the help I can be.’

      ‘You haven’t said where these traces were detected,’ Heidi said.

      Luther let out a low, rumbling, sonorous chuckle. ‘So, it’s like that.’

      ‘It’s always like that,’ Heidi said. ‘Never say more than you have to. Isn’t that the first rule?’

      Luther shrugged. ‘The rules only apply when they’re convenient.’ He smiled broadly. ‘I always thought that was the first rule.’

      Heidi smiled, but said nothing. Conrad wasn’t sure if this related to their history of dealings, or if she had some other reason for only telling Luther the bare minimum. In his opinion, Luther had been invaluable thus far, both in a fight and in helping them acquire the information they needed.

      Matters like this infuriated Conrad. Demons were a threat to everyone, everywhere. National boundaries and rivalries counted for nothing. He was tempted to speak up, but he’d known Heidi for too long to let her down. Whatever her reasons, he’d respect them for now, but if this stood in the way of their mission, he’d have to do something to push them in the right direction.

      ‘I’ll play your game,’ Luther finally said. ‘For now. Being a colleague will count for little in this city if you don’t cooperate in the true spirit of collegiality that the different branches of our organisation expect in return for overlooking national differences.’

      ‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ Heidi said. ‘For now, you know all you need to.’

      Luther regarded her a moment longer, a mirthful expression on his face. ‘You really think I’d seek to get something out of this for myself?’ he said. ‘That I’d take whatever secrets I learn and use them for personal gain? Sell them, perhaps?’

      ‘It wouldn’t be the first time,’ Heidi said.

      Luther’s eyes narrowed. ‘That was very different,’ he said, his voice sharp. ‘Very different, and you know it. Do you really think I’d run the risk of letting demons and their magic run wild for a few coins?’

      ‘I’m really not sure,’ Heidi said. ‘Perhaps you would. Perhaps this is the thing that will get you back into favour if you leverage it properly. I expect you to put your interests first. I might be wrong, but my trust is hard to come by, and you’ve lost it once already. As I said, for now, you know all you need to. If that changes, you’ll be the first to know. Until then—help, don’t help, it’s much the same to me. You know all you’re going to.’

      ‘Very well.’ Luther took a fold of paper from his tunic, leaned forward, and placed it on the table. ‘The locations of the last five detections of this unknown form of magic.’

      ‘You’ll be able to detect it?’ Heidi said, turning her attention to Petr.

      ‘Yes,’ Petr said. ‘It should be no different to last time.’

      ‘All right then,’ Heidi said. ‘We have a plan. We get out to these locations, and see if Petr can track down his brethren.’

      ‘Sounds good to me,’ Nicolo said. ‘Anything more tangible than a needle in a haystack works for me.’

      ‘Well,’ Heidi said, ‘no time like the present.’
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        * * *

      

      Little about Manfred’s distaste for Ostenheim had changed in his absence. There was still the same smell of massed humanity and all that went with them, trapped in the narrow streets between the tightly crammed buildings.

      His first step had been reconnecting with his old contacts. Unsurprisingly, the lieutenant he had left behind to supervise things had taken his embezzlement all the way to a full-on coup. He had installed himself as the head of his own family, as though neither Manfred nor the generosity of terms under which he had left the lieutenant in charge had ever existed.

      The lieutenant was floating face down in the harbour now, and Manfred was trying to decide what to do with the man’s family. In Ruripathia, magnanimity towards the family of a recently killed enemy was the accepted practice amongst the criminal underworld. The Ostians took a different approach. Particularly in matters of betrayal, killing the betrayer’s entire family was the norm. It felt excessive to Manfred, even before he considered the time it would take—especially when he had so much more pressing a matter to attend to.

      The problem he faced was that his resources—the ones he was counting on to help him find this final person the demons wanted—would lose respect for him if he didn’t behave as was expected. He supposed the quickest way around the problem was to make another example or two of what happened when someone displeased him. That should keep his aims moving along at a reasonable pace without doing too much damage to his organisation.

      The thought of causing displeasure reminded him of his other concern: Isgurin.

      Manfred’s demon master had not appeared again since their conversation outside the small village on the road south. Manfred didn’t want to dwell on thoughts of what might have happened there. The feeling he had in his stomach brought him back to the quandary of how he was going to get himself out of all of this. Part of him clung to the hope that Isgurin would release him once they had recovered the final person, but deep inside—down in the same place that was currently a maelstrom of nausea—he knew that wasn’t the case.

      It seemed that, the moment he had agreed to work for Isgurin and his unseen master, the contract had been made for life. Had he known that fact when he agreed, would he have disregarded it for a chance at great power? In his heart he knew the power would have been enough to convince him to accept, no matter what. It was just the way he was. He always took what he could, and tried to work out how to get away with it afterward.

      But the fact that Isgurin had needed Manfred to carry the medallion south had started the wheels turning in Manfred’s head. It was obvious to him now that it was Isgurin’s, and that he needed Manfred to transport it for some specific reason. A reason that involved Manfred not travelling south by sea.

      His eyes widened in realisation as an old memory from childhood reminded itself to him. A story about demons—the things he had once thought unique to stories—not being able to cross moving water.

      That the creature and the medallion were inextricably connected was clear—though he tried not to think about what that might mean for him and the one he wore. Might it mean that Manfred had brought Isgurin south with him? Might it mean whatever it was that gave Isgurin his continued existence was contained within it? At least some of the time? Could there be a way to trap him in it?

      He instantly regretted handing the medallion back, but he realised it had not been the right time. He suspected there would be another opportunity, and that it would not be long in coming. How he dealt with it when it arrived was another question, but until then, he had to appear ever the dutiful servant.

      His mind was racing. What kind of control could the medallion give him over Isgurin? How would the demon react? Would he be able to immediately come out of the medallion and exact retribution for Manfred’s treachery? That was not something Manfred could answer. He had no idea how he might learn what Isgurin was capable of while his essence was contained within the medallion. Was there any way to do this? Was it simply a risk he was going to have to take to get leverage over the creature?

      Manfred thought it over. There was nothing translated from his father’s old trunk that had shed any more information on this subject. Not yet, at least. Perhaps it was time to see if he could increase his collection of source material. There must be more of it out there, he reckoned. His father had to have found the medallion somewhere, after all.

      There was no way he could safely wheedle the information out of Isgurin, and on top of that, there was no guarantee that this emerging plan would work. For now, all he had to go on was an educated guess. Was it enough on which to risk his life?
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      Conrad felt particularly conspicuous as they walked around the city with Petr leading the way. Every so often he would stop and take on an expression like he was trying to identify a smell, before shaking his head and continuing. It reminded Conrad of a time he had joined a hunting weekend with the family of a friend at the academy. Petr was taking on the role of the bedraggled old hunting hound.

      They drew some curious stares from passers-by, but they were in decent areas of the city where people tended to keep to themselves. Conrad hoped their path didn’t lead them into less desirable areas, where the locals might take more of an interest in them.

      Each street they walked down was crowded. Conrad knew that magical energy was created by life, and that places like cities held very high concentrations of it. He wondered how anyone might be able to sift through all the noise and confusion to seek out what they were looking for. He couldn’t claim to understand a great deal about how magic worked. He didn’t much care for it, and would have been perfectly happy if it ceased to exist—along with all the things that came with it.

      It was frustrating to have to follow Petr around, completely useless for this stage of their task. Each time Petr stopped, then shook his head and continued, Conrad swore under his breath. He was itching to get to the final blood bearer, not only because he knew it was a race against the demons, but because it was the next step on his path to ridding the world—and himself—from the threat the creatures posed.

      ‘This doesn’t seem to be getting us anywhere,’ Nicolo said, after they’d spent the greater part of the morning wandering around the seemingly endless city.

      ‘If you have a better idea,’ Heidi said, ‘I’m all ears.’

      Nicolo shrugged.

      ‘I’ll check back in at the Grey Tower after midday to see if our people have picked up on the trace again,’ Luther said. ‘Every agent who’s capable of tracking this type of magic is out on the streets. If it’s still here, we’ll have it pinned down before sunset.’

      ‘I hope you’re right,’ Petr said. ‘I’m not sure how close I need to be. My training as a Grey Priest isn’t fully developed—it was cut short, and I’ve spent a long time away from home. I’m starting to worry I’m not good enough to pick up on the magical signature with all the noise of the city.’

      ‘We’ll keep looking until we find it,’ Qenna said. ‘We have faith in you.’

      Conrad nodded and did his best to smile. Petr was their only hope.
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        * * *

      

      Manfred resisted his instinct to incite terror in the bespectacled academic standing across from the desk. He could tell that Willem, the professor from the university whom he’d engaged to study his father’s papers, was less than thrilled to see Manfred again. Left to his own devices, he’d no doubt retreated into academic rapture and the hope that his employer had met the type of end so many of the criminal underworld experienced.

      Sadly for Willem, that was not the case. They were in the office in the warehouse building that he had taken over from his former criminal employer. Following the brief power struggle to retake control of his Ostian enterprises, Manfred’s former place of doing business, the Twelve Rings tavern, was now a pile of smouldering ash.

      The warehouse office was an austere room; merely a heavy wooden desk, an uncomfortable chair, and a filing cabinet, all sitting on a dusty, unpolished wooden floor. The only light came in through a skylight that was covered in grime, bird droppings, and moss. It lent the room the gloomy, foreboding atmosphere of somewhere very bad things happened.

      Manfred knew for a fact that many bad things had happened there. He had learned that fear wasn’t always the best approach, though. A frightened person will try to tell you whatever it is they think you want to hear. That wasn’t what Manfred needed right now. He needed the facts if he was potentially going to risk his life based on what this university researcher told him.

      ‘Well?’ Manfred said.

      Willem was quivering. He was already terrified—Manfred had developed quite a reputation in the short time he’d been back in the city. The heralds who announced the news in the Crossways market square three times each day were enthralled by the surge in violence and the numerous bodies fished out of the harbour each day. They talked of little else. Not all of it was Manfred’s doing, of course. The industry had an accepted attrition rate. He was simply adding to it.

      Terror wasn’t going to do Manfred any good. He needed to take a softer line.

      ‘Where are my manners,’ Manfred said. ‘Please, Willem. Sit.’ He gestured to the one other seat in the room.

      Willem hesitated, as though the chair might in fact be some strange torture device.

      ‘Please,’ Manfred said. ‘There’s lots to discuss, so you might as well be comfortable.’

      ‘I… thank you,’ Willem said.

      ‘So,’ Manfred said. ‘What have you got for me?’

      ‘Well, there’s been some significant progress since you sent word for me to bring in some other researchers. We’ve managed to translate some of the documents you provided us with,’ Willem said.

      ‘Excellent,’ Manfred said, smiling broadly. ‘That is very good news.’

      The smile seemed to disarm the academic, who returned it and relaxed a little. ‘Yes, we managed to extrapolate it from some of the earliest specimens of Imperial that we have. Well, actually the language that preceded Early Imperial, to be precise.’

      Manfred nodded and continued smiling, although he was testing his limited patience to its limits in an effort to keep the academic truthful.

      ‘Fascinating,’ Manfred said.

      ‘It really is,’ Willem said. ‘These documents represent what is perhaps the oldest written language still in existence. It will help us advance our understanding of ancient cultures enormously.’

      Manfred nodded slowly. ‘And the content of the documents?’

      ‘It’s difficult to say for certain, as none of the documents are complete. We’ve been unable to decide if they are satire, parable, fairy-tale, or fact. All of us who’ve been studying them differ in opinion.’

      ‘And the content?’ Manfred emphasised.

      The academic pulled a notebook from his satchel and flipped it open. ‘As I said, there are a number of different matters discussed, but all based around the reign of an ancient leader called “Fenerik”.’

      ‘Interesting,’ Manfred said. The name bore a startling resemblance to ‘Fanrac’, the demon king of Northern ghost stories. Far too similar for it to be a coincidence.

      ‘There are all sorts of stories about his reign, and we suspect that some of them might even be antecedents of some of our current myths and legends. Chief among them is the story of how this king obtained his power, and how he created medallions to share that magic with his most faithful servants.’

      Manfred moved forward to the edge of his seat. Something in his expression must have changed, because the academic hesitated again. Manfred forced himself to relax, and smiled.

      ‘The stories are quite… fanciful,’ Willem said. ‘Although with what we’re learning about magic these days, perhaps some of it was possible.’

      ‘Go on,’ Manfred said.

      ‘Well, the tales say he made a pact with a god, who gave him great power which he used to carve out a huge kingdom. A kingdom that would have covered much of Ostia, Ruripathia, and more.’

      ‘Was there anything else about the medallions?’ Manfred said.

      ‘A fair bit,’ the academic said. ‘They seem to have been intrinsic to this king’s power. As is often the case in these tales, he started off popular and fair but was corrupted by his power. The final deal with the god sealed his damnation as a tyrant. It seems this god wasn’t one of the nice ones in the ancient pantheon.’

      ‘And what was so special about the medallions?’ Manfred said.

      ‘They were magical creations that were said to give the wearers great power over others. People would obey their every command, but there was more to them than just that. They brought with them magical power for the wearer. The ability to inflict pain with no more than a thought. Greater strength and speed, which made them formidable warriors. There was a price, however. The medallion became part of their very being while they were in contact with it. Their soul. As time passed, they became ever more inextricably linked. Linked to the point where there was more of them in the medallion than in their bodies.’

      Willem took off his glasses and wiped them with a cloth before balancing them back on the bridge of his nose.

      ‘That’s where the interesting thing happened,’ he said. ‘For those who had been wearing the medallions for many years, when they died… they didn’t die. Well, they did in a literal sense of the word, but their existence continued, sustained by the magical power of the medallion. It seems they turned into demons, as ridiculous as that sounds.’

      ‘Interesting,’ Manfred said, the cogs in his mind turning. If he divested himself of the medallion before he died, would that mean he wouldn’t turn into one of the creatures? He wondered how long he would have to wear it before there was ‘more of him in it than in his own body’. Was it already time to get rid of it? Always more questions than there were answers. At least he knew more about it all than he had that morning. He realised that the academic was still talking.

      ‘…interesting thing is how the medallion essentially became the vessel for being, rather than the original body. In earlier times I’d have laughed the concept off as pure fantasy, but now, with all the fascinating new developments in magic coming every day, I wonder how much truth might actually be in it all.’

      More than you would believe, Manfred thought.

      ‘I’m curious,’ Manfred said. ‘Say you were to find yourself in possession of such a medallion—what type of power would that give you over the individual who owned it?’

      Willem shrugged and shook his head. ‘I really don’t know. The papers aren’t complete, and what we have doesn’t go into enough detail to say for sure. Speculating on what we do know, and assuming the stories to be something more than simple fiction, then I would say it seems like it would be almost complete control. I say almost because it would seem you couldn’t actually compel the owner to do something, but you could control their access back into the physical world. With that, you could probably also compel them to do your bidding. Perhaps. It’s impossible to say for certain.’

      ‘This really is fascinating,’ Manfred said.

      The academic beamed. ‘Isn’t it? I have to admit, I was surprised that a man of your reputation would be intere—’ He cut himself off and the smile dropped from his face.

      Manfred smiled, genuinely this time. It was a comfort to see the academic still had a healthy sense of dread at having overstepped the mark.

      ‘A man such as myself can have many interests,’ Manfred said, eager to ensure he had completely exhausted this trove of information.

      The academic nodded, but appeared to be more measured now. ‘I can have copies of all the translations we’ve completed sent to you. There isn’t much more other than elaboration on the salient details I’ve already given you, but there might be something of interest.’

      Manfred smiled. He realised the academic probably thought he was unable to read; otherwise he would have sent the copies first, rather than taking on the personal risk of coming here himself.

      ‘I’d appreciate that,’ Manfred said. ‘And keep up the good work. I’ll make sure your research continues to have adequate funding. I’m even hopeful that I’ll be able to turn up some more ancient documents for you soon.’

      ‘That’s most generous of you,’ Willem said, finally allowing himself to smile again, ‘and is most gratefully received. We’ll be delighted to get whatever documents come your way. Every little bit helps us add to the bigger picture.’ He paused for a moment. ‘I—well, I’m not sure if it’s a good idea to mention this just yet, but I feel I should make a gesture of good faith in consideration of your confidence and continued support of our work. For the past few days, we’ve been working on one of the manuscripts you gave us, and it’s older than the others so far. My parchment and ink specialists suggest this document might actually be contemporaneous. The others we’ve been working on have been later facsimiles, carrying with them the mistakes one would expect of documents copied by hand.’

      ‘Contemporaneous?’ Manfred said.

      ‘Yes,’ the academic said, his excitement building visibly. ‘Something that refers directly to the times it was written in.’

      ‘I know what it means,’ Manfred said in a growl.

      ‘This document is special,’ Willem said quickly, in as ingratiating a tone as Manfred had ever heard. ‘It’s the kind of work that defines a career, and is perhaps the rarest document in the university at this time.’

      ‘Written in the time of this ancient king,’ Manfred said, returning to his more amenable countenance. That a document so old had survived intact for so long was impressive in and of itself—all the more so considering how the bannerets had hunted out and purged any records of magic they could find at the end of the Mage Wars. That struggle had brought about the end of an empire that had reigned for a thousand years, and had resulted in magic being illegal until only the past few years. And this document was from a time even before the empire—a time so far in the distant past that its stories had gone from history, to legend, to all but forgotten.

      ‘Do you have any indication of what the manuscript is about?’ Manfred said. Every little scrap of information now meant the difference between making a good decision that would see him free of the demons—ideally still with a little of the power they had granted him—or dead. He far preferred the former outcome.

      ‘It’s early days yet,’ Willem said, ‘but we’ve almost finished transliterating our alphabet and lexicon from the comparatively newer documents. Once that work is complete, the translation will be a quick affair. Only a day or two.’

      ‘The subject matter?’ Manfred reiterated. He wondered how the scholars at the university got any work done at all if they so often ran off on tangents that were clearly fascinating to them but no one else, least of all Manfred.

      ‘Of course,’ the academic said. ‘My apologies. One word that we’re able to recognise with ease is “medallion”. It’s repeated many times throughout the document, so I think it safe to say that is the subject matter. We think it very likely the medallions referred to are the same as those from the Fenerik stories, but I’m afraid that to know exactly what the writer is saying about them, we will have to wait.’

      ‘A day or two?’ Manfred said.

      The academic nodded. ‘Two at the most. We’re very close.’

      Manfred nodded, his mind racing. ‘I will see you here in two days, then. Earlier if possible.’ He gestured to the door, indicating that their meeting was over. The academic showed no hesitation before departing, leaving Manfred to his thoughts.

      Frustration coursed through his veins and pulsed at his temples at the opportunity he’d already missed. With the information the academic had given him, Manfred’s plan took its basic form. He had to get hold of Isgurin’s medallion again, and then convince the monster to release him from their bargain. It almost sounded easy when he thought about it in those terms, but the question that remained was: How do you strike a bargain with a demon? What could he do to ensure the demon would not go back on its word as soon as he released the medallion back to it? How would he control it through the medallion? Would the academic’s ancient document tell him what he needed to know, or would it simply describe their appearance, or perhaps something as mundane as the fashion of wearing them?

      He chewed his lip as he thought it over. If it had been included in his father’s chest, then it was safe to assume it was there because his father had thought it relevant. Hopefully it would be. Until then, he had to work out what leverage he might apply to Isgurin. Everyone had their price. Could the same be said for demons? Manfred didn’t see why not—everyone has something they want. If you can reason with them… Yes, it seemed possible. Now he just needed to work out what Isgurin might want.

      In order to do that, Manfred needed time. A little breathing space while he thought through his options and implemented whatever plan he came up with. His strategy for the blood bearer was to track the magical trace left behind by the people watching over them. It had worked the last time. Surely it would do so again. If Manfred identified the blood bearer, and killed the watchers before Isgurin reappeared in the city, he would be at his leisure to complete his assignment at a moment of his choosing.

      Unless, of course, his opponents had a different method of finding the blood bearer. Assuming Isgurin’s ‘mischief-making’ hadn’t already removed them from the equation. That was a risk he was going to have to take. He needed the time for Willem to produce the goods, and this was the only way he could see of getting it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘This is the last area of the city we picked up traces of the Grey Priest magic in,’ Luther said. ‘After this, it’s back to the drawing board if our agents haven’t picked up anything else.’

      ‘Are you getting anything?’ Heidi said.

      Petr frowned, then shook his head.

      Conrad grimaced, and Heidi swore.

      ‘Wait,’ Petr said. ‘There is something. I’m sensing something.’

      They all stopped. A few hours ago, this statement had made them all hold their breaths as they awaited Petr’s pronouncement. Now the casual chit-chat continued as they waited for the expected ‘No, that’s not it’.

      ‘I think this is it,’ Petr said, nodding his head uncertainly.

      Now Conrad stared at him, as did the others.

      ‘I’m not sure.’

      There was a collective groan.

      ‘I think this might be it,’ he said, nodding with vigour.

      Silence again. All Conrad could hear was the thump of blood in his ears.

      ‘Yes, I’m certain now,’ Petr said. ‘I can definitely sense something. Grey Priest magic. It’s close.’

      ‘How close?’ Heidi said.

      ‘Very.’

      They looked around. There were not many people nearby—this street was much quieter than the main thoroughfares of the city.

      ‘There,’ Qenna said, pointing to a large building. It was a grand structure, four stories tall and built of red brick with stone decoration. The doorway was recessed in a large arch. The building seemed at once opulent and foreboding.

      ‘What building is that?’ Heidi said.

      ‘It’s a casino,’ Luther said. ‘Catering to the very wealthy who are determined to ruin themselves at the gaming tables.’

      ‘When you don’t have to work for a living, excitement is hard to come by,’ Qenna said.

      ‘I can think of better ways to squander a fortune,’ Nicolo said.

      There was something odd about the way he said it, but Conrad couldn’t quite work out what.

      ‘Let’s go inside and take a look,’ Heidi said.

      ‘I, uh…’ Nicolo said. ‘I can’t.’

      Conrad’s ears pricked up. Was this the reason for Nicolo’s odd demeanour?

      ‘What do you mean?’ Heidi said.

      Nicolo shrugged. ‘I’ve been here before. I’m barred.’

      ‘How did you get barred?’ Heidi said.

      ‘It’s a long story,’ Nicolo said, ‘and one I’d really rather not get into.’

      Heidi opened her mouth—Conrad knew she wasn’t one to leave stones unturned—but then she seemed to think better of it. She grimaced.

      ‘The rest of us can go in and search without him,’ Qenna said.

      ‘Ah,’ Luther said. ‘I’m afraid it’s not quite that simple.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Heidi said.

      ‘There are a lot of very wealthy, very influential people in there,’ Luther said. ‘People who would rather it not be known where they spent their spare time. The owners of the casino are quite selective about whom they allow inside.’

      ‘We are Intelligenciers,’ Heidi said. ‘We can go anywhere we want, and we’re just damn lucky we got here before the watchers were killed. We can’t afford to waste another moment.’ With that she stormed off toward the casino.

      Conrad made to go with her, but Luther held out his hand.

      ‘Wait here,’ he said. ‘This isn’t going to go the way she thinks it is.’

      They discreetly watched her remonstrate with the doormen for several minutes before she turned on her heel and returned to them, her face dark and angry as a thundercloud.

      ‘They wouldn’t let me in!’ she said.

      Luther chuckled.

      ‘I threatened them with pretty much everything possible. The Grey Tower for their entire families, everything.’

      ‘We might be Intelligenciers,’ Luther said, ‘but there are some doors even the staff, skull, and sword sigil cannot open.’

      ‘Nonsense,’ Heidi said. ‘Our mandate—’

      ‘Is limited in Ostenheim,’ Luther said. ‘The casino has an exemption, and has done almost since it opened.’

      ‘That must have required some influence.’

      ‘One of the former dukes was overly fond of the gaming tables,’ Luther said. ‘A fact he needed to conceal from both the public and his wife. They are untouchable, even by the Intelligenciers.’

      ‘You could have told me that,’ Heidi said.

      ‘I tried—though I have to admit it was far more fun seeing you find out for yourself.’

      Heidi gave him a dirty look. ‘So, what now?’

      ‘You’re certain the magic is coming from this building?’ Nicolo said.

      Petr nodded his head. ‘Yes. I am.’

      ‘Have your former brethren been lured by the temptations of the South?’ Qenna asked, a wry smile on his face.

      Petr shrugged. ‘We’re no more immune to faults than anyone else. I don’t know where they’d have gotten the money, though.’

      ‘So… might it make more sense that they would be here to keep an eye on their blood bearer?’ Conrad said.

      ‘That appears to be the sensible conclusion,’ Petr said.

      ‘Well, then,’ Heidi said, ‘we’re going to have to wait for them to come out.’

      ‘That could take a while,’ Luther said. ‘The casino is designed to keep its customers in comfort, and most importantly, inside, for as long as possible. For example, none of those windows are real.’ He gestured to the rows of stone-framed windows along the building’s front. ‘They’re blocked up, with the only light inside coming from magelamps. Once you are in there, it’s impossible to tell night from day. There are restaurants, bars, bedrooms. Everything you could need for a prolonged spell of gambling.’

      ‘How long is the blood bearer likely to stay in there?’ Conrad said.

      ‘Who knows?’ Luther said.

      ‘A full week wouldn’t be uncommon,’ Nicolo said, a hint of shame in his voice.

      ‘We can’t wait here for a week,’ Heidi said. ‘We’ve no idea how close the demons might be, and I doubt they’ll have to deal with the same issue getting in.’

      ‘Entry is for members only,’ Nicolo said. ‘Members who haven’t been barred, that is.’

      ‘So let’s join, then,’ Heidi said.

      ‘Probably our best option,’ Luther said. ‘Short of getting a warrant signed by the duke himself, which I think unlikely even under the circumstances. Any interference with the casino would cost him too much support.’

      ‘Good. We’re agreed,’ Heidi said. ‘So how do we join?’

      ‘I’m known to them,’ Luther said, ‘so I’m out. The three hells will freeze over before they knowingly allow an Intelligencier join, and now they know Heidi is one too, so you can’t join. Nicolo either, it seems.’

      ‘Petr’s the only one who actually needs to get in there,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea to send him in there on his own,’ Heidi said.

      ‘I agree,’ Petr said, his face having already gone pale at the prospect.

      ‘We’re left with Qenna, Conrad, and Petr,’ Nicolo said. ‘How do we get two of them in?’

      ‘All three would be better,’ Luther said, ‘and I have an idea of how we can do that. We can get Qenna a membership as a visiting merchant, which will fit the hasty nature of my plan quite nicely. He’ll have to have proof of substantial wealth, and a member to provide him with a letter of recommendation. Happily, the Intelligenciers have a solid working relationship with some of the banks in the city. We can get a letter of credit from one of them, and I’ve an informant who is a member. She’ll be only too happy to provide the reference. Conrad and Petr can gain entry as Qenna’s servants.’

      Qenna smiled broadly. ‘I like this idea.’

      Luther gave Qenna an appraising look from head to toe. ‘I’m not so sure you will, by the time we’re done with you.’

      Qenna frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘For this to work,’ Luther said, ‘you need to look like a prosperous merchant. Right now, you… don’t.’

      Conrad almost felt sorry for Qenna as he rubbed his heavily-stubbled chin and looked over his dusty and well-worn garments.

      ‘I’ll be busy with the banking elements of the plan,’ Luther said. ‘It’ll look more like I’m on official business if I have another Intelligencier with me, so Heidi, I’d like you to come with me. The rest of you can go to work making Qenna look like a rich man, and turning Conrad and Petr into servants.’

      ‘I think I’ve an idea of how we might do that,’ Nicolo said. ‘We’ll need money, however.’

      Luther nodded. ‘I can get you the cash you’ll need for a trip to the barber and to a tailor. I’d recommend the ones in Bankers district. They’re accustomed to dealing with visitors to the city, and should be able to make up the garb a merchant prince would wear. With a little bargaining, I’m sure they’ll throw in the servants’ clothes for free.’
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        * * *

      

      The trip to Bankers district took them back into the centre of the city. The district started on the southwest corner of the great open market square called Crossways, Ostenheim’s central plaza. As a market, it was overwhelming. If Conrad took every market square in every village, town, and city he’d ever visited and put them all together, they would have occupied only a portion of the Crossways market. Nicolo said anything in the world could be found there, for a price.

      It was a sea of brightly coloured awnings covering market stalls with exotic foods the like of which Conrad had never seen before, magnificent jewels, fabrics, and spices. He could easily have whiled away the day there, wandering amongst the stalls, even though he didn’t have the money to buy anything.

      Sadly, however, they had even less time than Conrad had money, and there were things they needed to get done as quickly as possible. Nicolo knew the city better than any of them, and led them from Crossways down a wide street into Bankers. There were some ostentatious frontages to the terrace of buildings lining either side of the cobbled street, with names of banks painted above their doorways in gold and silver.

      These houses of finance weren’t their target, however. Nicolo guided them down a narrow side street, where the rows of buildings loomed overhead. Signs hung above the doorways here also, but these were shapes of scissors, pieces of cloth, or bobbins of thread.

      ‘So many to choose from,’ Conrad said, wondering how so many similar businesses could coexist in such close proximity.

      ‘The trick will be to find one that can do what we need in the time we have available. The best places will want a couple of weeks to finish up a suit, and they are popular enough not to be interested in a rush job from people walking in off the street.’

      They walked from the street lined with tailor’s shops down another, one which was little more than an alley, with packed dirt ground rather than paving or cobbling. There was one lone sign here, creaking gently on rusty hooks.

      ‘I’ve used this place before,’ Nicolo said. ‘Decent craftsmanship, and quiet enough for the tailor to be eager to accommodate his customers.’

      A bell rang as they opened the door and went inside. The shop was cramped, with barely enough space for the four of them to get in. The walls were lined with shelves filled with spools of thread and bolts of cloth. A man appeared a moment later, dressed in plain britches and white shirt.

      ‘Gentlemen, can I help you?’ he said. ‘I am Giovanni the tailor.’

      ‘We have a somewhat unusual request,’ Nicolo said. ‘And one that I’m afraid is very time sensitive.’

      ‘What is it you need?’ Giovanni said.

      ‘My friend here needs the day-wear of a wealthy Shandahari gentleman, and my other two associates require servants’ livery. Nothing too fancy, but matching, I think.’

      Giovanni scratched his chin for a moment, looking over the three of them. ‘Two crowns for the Shandahari suit, and two florins each for the servants’ suits. When do you need them finished by?’

      ‘Ready to wear by first thing tomorrow morning.’

      The tailor let out a gasp. ‘That’s just not possible. It’s not enough time.’

      Nicolo smiled. ‘Come now. Of course it’s enough time. It’s just the amount that’s not enough.’

      The tailor smiled and shrugged.

      ‘I’ll give you four crowns for the Shandahari suit, and another crown for the two servants’ liveries.’

      Giovanni licked his lip and considered the offer a moment. ‘First thing tomorrow morning, you say?’

      ‘First thing tomorrow morning,’ Nicolo said.

      ‘I’ll do my very best,’ Giovanni said, reaching into a pocket for a measuring tape, and advancing on Qenna. ‘What did you have in mind, sir?’ he asked.

      ‘I like blue,’ Qenna said.

      ‘Light or dark?’

      ‘Dark.’

      The tailor took several measurements, then disappeared into the backroom for a moment before emerging with a bolt of deep blue silk.

      ‘Something like this?’

      Qenna nodded.

      The tailor set it aside, then began measuring Conrad and Petr. They didn’t have the privilege of making any choices; they merely stood still as the tailor worked around them, muttering his measurements to himself as he went. With that done, he returned his attention to Qenna.

      ‘It’s been some time since I’ve had the pleasure of working in the Shandahari style.’ He draped swathes of the rich blue cloth over Qenna’s shoulders and marked it off with a chunk of chalk. That done, he cut through the cloth with a pair of heavy blackened iron shears, and started pinning the pieces together. With remarkable speed, the pieces of cloth started to take shape into an item of clothing.

      Qenna stared at himself in the polished metal mirror on the shop’s wall, while the tailor retreated a discreet distance to allow his customer to voice his opinion in private.

      ‘It’s been a long time since I’ve worn clothes like these,’ he said, studying his flowing Shandahari robes. ‘Too long.’

      ‘When was the last time you were in Shandahar?’ Conrad said.

      ‘It had already been some years when we first met,’ Qenna said. ‘I can barely remember how long. I’ve been away longer than I was there. Sometimes I wonder if I can even still call myself a Shandahari.’

      ‘Do you ever want to go back?’ Conrad said, wondering what the far-off land must be like.

      ‘One day,’ Qenna said. ‘It’s odd. All my time there, I couldn’t wait to get away from the place, to explore the world and have adventures. Now, all I want is to get back. There’s important work to do before then, though. I don’t want to return to my homeland knowing the day will come when it too will be ravaged, when the djinn are powerful enough to come out of their hiding places in the mountains. It seems likely that they already have. When we have slain the demon king and laid all his foul spawn to rest, then I will go home—and perhaps even hang up my sword.’

      Conrad had no idea what he would do in the future. He had plenty of dreams, but picking one would be a challenge. It didn’t seem like a bad challenge though, especially not compared to the ones they were facing now. Nicolo and Qenna had spent their lives soldiering; they were coming to a point where it probably didn’t seem the adventure it once had, particularly considering the friends they’d lost along the way. Conrad was only starting out on this journey. Ridding the world of demons might be the end of the adventure for Nicolo and Qenna, but Conrad felt as though his could not properly begin until he was unburdened by whatever it was that made his blood special.

      To accomplish that, they had to complete their seemingly impossible mission. He tried not to think of the bigger picture, focussing only on the step before him. To do otherwise would make him despair. For now, they had to get their clothes, get into the casino, and find the final blood bearer. What they would do when they had them was anyone’s guess, but Conrad took comfort in the thought he wasn’t the only one bearing this burden, and that perhaps together they would have what it took to defeat Fanrac.
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        * * *

      

      Isgurin appeared. He was in the gloomiest corner of Manfred’s office, part physical form, part shadow, slowly becoming more solid as Manfred looked at him. Manfred jumped with a start, nearly launching himself from his seat. He noticed a mirthful expression on Isgurin’s face. The demon was pleased that he had frightened Manfred. All things considered, it struck Manfred as a petty thing from which to derive satisfaction.

      ‘Have you found the blood bearer?’ Isgurin said.

      Manfred had almost forgotten how chilling the demon’s sibilant voice was.

      ‘Not yet,’ Manfred said.

      ‘And yet you sit here in this foul little room, with your feet up on your desk?’

      ‘There is only so much I can do before I have to rest,’ Manfred said.

      ‘And our opponents?’

      ‘No sign of them,’ Manfred said. ‘It seems whatever you did after the last time we spoke was effective.’

      ‘Their presence or lack of it does not change anything,’ Isgurin said. ‘My king wishes a speedy resolution to this matter.’

      ‘I’m going as quickly as I can,’ Manfred said. ‘I’ve covered over half the city. There are only so many places this person can be. I will find them soon. Three days. Four at the most.’

      ‘I will return in three days,’ Isgurin said. ‘Do not disappoint me.’

      ‘I’ll do my best,’ Manfred said, although he wasn’t sure if Isgurin was still there to hear it. The demon’s form had already been absorbed back into the shadows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Conrad wasn’t at all happy with his appearance. The servant’s livery he wore consisted of plain trousers and shirt, with a tunic in the same shade of blue as Qenna’s fine robes. But where Qenna’s robes were made of silk, Conrad and Petr had tunics made of wool, adorned on the left breast with a sigil they’d invented the previous night. He’d worked hard to become a swordsman, and took pride in dressing and appearing the part. Everything about what he now wore was intended to signal that his only importance stemmed from the service he did for his master.

      They reconvened at their inn that evening. It overlooked the confluence of the Westway river, one of two that ran through the city and gave its transport barges access to the interior and the harbour. The swirling waters were dark and dotted with flotsam and jetsam. Looking into it, Conrad reckoned drowning would be the least of your worries if you fell in. The smell coming up from it made him gag, and he wondered how the locals could ever have become inured to it.

      Heidi was sitting at a table in the corner with Luther. They weren’t talking to one another, but she broke into a broad smile when she saw Conrad and Petr.

      ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Don’t you two make quite the pair. If I ever have enough money to engage a personal staff, I’ll be sure to keep you both in mind.’

      ‘You certainly look the part,’ Luther said, ‘which is the important thing.’ He placed two sealed folds of paper on the table, and tapped on the first. ‘This is a letter from my informant introducing Qenna as ‘Qenna tai Tharnak’, a highly regarded and extremely wealthy spice merchant from Tharnak, a province in—’

      ‘I know of it,’ Qenna said. ‘It’s not all that far from where I grew up.’

      ‘Appropriate, then,’ Luther said. ‘You’ll have no difficulty maintaining the identity should you be questioned?’

      Qenna nodded. ‘It will not be a problem.’

      ‘With luck, that will be enough to get you in the door,’ Luther said. ‘That only gets you halfway, however.’ He tapped the second piece of paper. ‘If the management have any doubts at that point, this should assuage them. It’s a letter of credit for five thousand crowns from Sherbane’s bank.’

      Nicolo let out a whistle through his teeth. ‘That’s a generous line of credit.’

      ‘And a completely fictitious one,’ Luther said. ‘Sherbane’s have said they will confirm its authenticity under superficial questioning, but will refuse to honour it should anyone try to redeem it. So don’t get any ideas. Together, they should be enough to give you access to the casino for the couple of hours we will need.’

      ‘When do we go?’ Qenna said.

      ‘Right away,’ Heidi said. ‘This has already delayed us by more time than I would have dared lose.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Conrad felt nervous as they approached the door to the casino. He worried that they might be recognised as having been there with Heidi the day before. One thing he didn’t need to worry about was Qenna’s role—he had taken it on with aplomb. As if he had been born to it.

      Conrad realised he knew very little about Qenna’s life before he’d picked up the sword and begun travelling the world. Might he have been born to this, or something like it? Conrad’s curiosity was tempered by the thought that it might not be something Qenna wanted brought up. He certainly never made mention of his earlier life in anything but the most fleeting way.

      There were two men standing in the archway housing the casino’s doorway. Conrad had been curious about what type of person the casino would have as security—ordinary toughs, or bannerets? As best as he could tell, the two men at the door were neither.

      ‘Good morning, sir,’ one of them said. ‘How can we help you?’

      ‘This establishment was recommended to me by a business associate as a fine way to pass the time while I’m in the city,’ Qenna said.

      ‘I’m very glad to hear we’re being spoken of so kindly,’ the man said, ‘but I’m afraid this is a members-only establishment.’

      ‘Then I would like to join,’ Qenna said.

      ‘That may very well be possible, but there are certain requirements,’ the man said.

      ‘My associate has provided me a letter of reference, proposing me for membership.’ Qenna held out one of the sealed folds of paper that Luther had given him that morning.

      The man took it and cracked the red wax seal, then started to read. He nodded his head a few times, then looked up at Qenna and smiled. ‘If you’d be willing to wait a few moments, I’ll pass this along to Burgess Avesci. I’m sure he will want to speak with you.’

      Qenna nodded. ‘Very good.’

      ‘And these… gentlemen?’ the doorman said.

      ‘My servants,’ Qenna said.

      ‘Very good, sir. If you’d like to come this way, we have a more comfortable waiting area.’

      The man opened the door and led them through to a hallway decorated with far more gilt than Conrad thought was tasteful. It did speak to enormous wealth, however, which he supposed was the point.

      ‘If you’d like to sit here,’ the man said, gesturing to a plush red fabric chair against the wall, ‘I’ll speak with Burgess Avesci.’

      Qenna nodded, but said nothing and did not offer any thanks. It was exactly what Conrad would have expected from a mid-tier aristocrat or burgess—one with plenty of wealth but not quite enough status to feel comfortable being polite to those they viewed as beneath them.

      Qenna sat down in the centre of the chair. Conrad moved to sit next to him, forgetting for a moment who he was supposed to be. Qenna gave him a curt shake of his head, and Conrad stopped himself. Instead of sitting, he moved to a position next to the wall, flanking the chair. Petr did likewise on the other side, and they waited.

      The doorman returned a few minutes later.

      ‘Burgess Avesci will see you now, Bayda tai Tharnak.’

      Qenna stood and walked toward the corridor the doorman had just come from. Conrad moved to follow him, but the doorman held up his hand. ‘Just the Bayda, I’m afraid. He won’t have need of your services while he’s with Burgess Avesci, and he won’t be long.’

      Qenna gave Conrad a disdain-laden nod, and followed the doorman, leaving Conrad and Petr to their own devices.

      ‘How do you think it’s going?’ Petr whispered.

      Conrad shrugged. ‘About as well as could be hoped for, I suppose. We’ll find out soon enough.’

      They didn’t have to wait long before Qenna returned. Conrad knew him well enough to see that he was fighting to hold back a smile.

      ‘One of our concierges will be along in a moment to show you around,’ the doorman said. He gave Qenna a polite bow, then returned to his duties.

      ‘The line of credit was barely enough to get us in,’ Qenna said. ‘I had to tell him it was just for today.’

      Conrad raised his eyebrows. ‘I wonder how much people lose in here?’

      ‘Fortunes that you and I couldn’t even dream of,’ Qenna said.

      A man in a navy felt frock coat with silver wire embroidery came out of a grand pair of oak doors. His hair was slicked back, not a single strand out of place. He walked up to them and gave Qenna a bow.

      ‘Bayda tai Tharnak, my name is Philipo. May I say that it is both an honour and a privilege to have you here. The Avesci family have asked that I show you around our establishment, and ensure your every comfort is attended to.’

      ‘Good,’ Qenna said. ‘Lead on.’

      Philipo smiled ingratiatingly and bowed again. ‘Of course. This way, please.’

      They went through the double doors into a large open room with a high, ornately plastered ceiling. There was more gilding here on the main features and on the capitals of the round pillars holding the roof up, but not as much as outside. The effect was opulent rather than crass. There was something very relaxing about the rooms—Conrad couldn’t put his finger on it, but it was very comforting.

      The room was broken up by a number of gaming tables, most of which had people sitting at them, playing any variety of dice or card games.

      ‘We have a game for every taste, from Kings and Knaves to Highest Card Draw, and Belek Eyes to Roll the Bones,’ Philipo said. ‘You can play against your fellow members or against the house, either here in the grand gallery or in one of our many private gaming rooms. We also take bets on arena matches, and have a number of runners employed to bring news of the results as soon as the sword stroke has landed.

      ‘We can provide any beverage of your choice in our lounge or at your chosen gaming table, and we have one of the finest kitchens in the city, which is open every hour of the day to provide you anything you may wish to eat. These offerings are, of course, complimentary.’

      Philipo continued talking, outlining all the things the casino offered, but Conrad’s attention was elsewhere. He looked around at the people at the gaming tables—all prosperous-looking, some with an expression of pleasure on their faces, and others with the manic look of those who were on the verge of losing everything.

      All the while, he was wondering which of them was the person they were looking for. Was it the man slumped over a table, sobbing? Or was it the attendant watching the weeping man with an uncomfortable expression on her face? They had no idea whom they were looking for—client or employee—and that fact frustrated Conrad. Worse than that, he was entirely reliant on Petr to track this person down.

      Philipo continued speaking, and Conrad found himself growing impatient that they be left to their own devices. While scanning the members for potential candidates, he had also noticed the presence of a number of guards. They were dressed similarly to Philipo, but Conrad had enough experience to spot a swordsman right away. He couldn’t see any swords on display, but he was certain they were close at hand. Conrad wondered how often there was an issue serious enough for them to be drawn.

      ‘You may of course call on me at any time if I can be of further assistance,’ Philipo said. ‘I am here to serve. Feel free to pick a table and begin your gaming. All our attendants will have been made aware of your generous line of credit, so you are free to start whenever you wish.’

      Qenna gave another of the disdainful nods he seemed to have mastered so quickly, and at long last they were left in peace.

      ‘Are you picking up anything?’ Conrad said, no longer able to contain his impatience.

      Petr looked around, and nodded with increasing conviction as he completed his survey. ‘Yes, they’re close. They’re definitely in here somewhere.’

      ‘How do we find them?’ Qenna said.

      Petr hesitated, then said, ‘If I get close enough to them, I should be able to tell who they are, even if they’re in a crowd.’

      ‘We best get moving around then,’ Qenna said. ‘I don’t know how long it will be before my line of credit fails under scrutiny.’

      ‘Probably not until you start losing money,’ Conrad said.

      ‘I’d rather we were finished with what we came to do before I have to go anywhere near the gaming tables,’ Qenna said.

      ‘No time like the present,’ Petr said. He took a step to lead the way, then stopped. ‘I suppose you should go first,’ he said to Qenna.

      Qenna smiled. ‘You’re learning.’

      He started off toward the back of the gallery, with Conrad and Petr dropping in behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Manfred was surprised by how much easier the magic was to use now that he’d had some practice. He never failed to be amazed at all the things he could see when he opened his mind. He could discern the use of magic, spotting it like disturbed patches on an otherwise still body of water. Now that he’d a little more experience, he could even differentiate between the types of magic, and see the disturbances as different colours. For the most part it was a bland, off-white colour—the standard magic the folk of Ostenheim were starting to dabble with.

      There were patches of red also—few and small, but they were there. That was the demon magic, and it made Manfred wonder exactly who was using it. Did it indicate the presence of a demon? Or was it another servant like him?

      He realised he knew very little about his enemy—his former classmate and his comrades. Or if there even still was an enemy, after Isgurin’s intervention. Manfred knew he had to proceed with the assumption that they were still active, and hot on his heels. Whatever Isgurin had done, he hoped it kept them out of the city long enough for him to put his plan into motion: Discover who the blood bearer was, kill the watchers, and, with a little luck, finish his mission for Isgurin and the mysterious demon king at his leisure. Leisure enough to learn how to free himself of their yoke—ideally while retaining a measure of the power they’d already given him.

      As with the mages of Ostenheim, and whoever—or whatever—was dabbling in demon magic, the blood bearer’s watchers had their own distinct magical signature. Theirs was a muddy green colour, and it had led him to the oddest of places: the Casino of Ostenheim.

      The casino was not a place he’d ever had the opportunity to frequent. As a known servant of the Gebardi, he would have been killed on sight. As the man who had toppled their family, he would have been shown a measure of courtesy had he chosen to call on the place. But as the head of a new syndicate, and a rival, he was confident the Avesci would not have allowed him to leave alive.

      That was all different now, though. The wonders of magic, he thought. The Avesci henchmen would not recognise him as anything other than what he chose for them to see. They would also do whatever he told them. Of course, there was always the possibility that some within might have the mental fortitude to resist the magical influence he could wield over them, but in all the months since coming into possession of the medallion, he’d yet to encounter that.

      He walked up to the grand arched entrance of the casino and nodded to the doormen.

      ‘Good morning, sir. How can we help you?’ one of them said, an amiable smile on his face.

      ‘I’d like to come inside,’ Manfred said.

      ‘I’m afraid this is a members-only establishment,’ the doorman said. ‘I know all the members personally, so unless you are here with a reference from a member and with a view to joining, I’ll have to ask you to leave.’

      ‘I’m not a member,’ Manfred said. ‘I’ve neither the desire nor the intention of joining this monument to the degenerate. You’re going to let me in, though. You’re going to let me in to look around and do as I like.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Tracking the watchers was as easy for Manfred as following muddy footprints on a freshly cleaned floor. The green glowing form of their trail led the way as he walked through the casino.

      It struck him as an odd place for them to be. Isgurin had outlined the basic story behind the blood bearers, how they’d stolen power from the demon king thousands of years earlier and how that power had been passed down through their bloodlines ever since. It was a curious thing to see the twists and turns the families had taken through history—from the men who stole the power from his current lord and master, up to now. The previous blood bearer had been an ordinary person living an ordinary life with no idea of who or what they were.

      Isgurin had said the power in their blood was too diluted for them to be aware of it, and without the proper training regarding how to use it, they could live their whole lives oblivious to it. Perhaps if they did know, they’d be able to defend themselves, so Manfred was thankful that they didn’t. As it was, finding them was the only challenging part, and it seemed that even this final obstacle was now overcome.

      The footsteps led him to a grand marble staircase, plush red carpet creating a thick stripe up the steps and contrasting against the white of the marble like spilled blood. He walked up the steps, resisting the temptation to match his footfalls to the traces left behind by the watchers.

      There was a large landing at the top of the stairs, as ornately decorated as any of the palaces Manfred had been in. Corridors led off it, lined with numbered doors. He took these to be the private salons where the casino’s clients could eat, drink, gamble, or satisfy whatever other vices they might prefer.

      The footprints created a glowing trail to one of the corridors, and beyond to one of the rooms. Manfred approached it, then paused and considered his next steps. Before he did anything to the watchers, he needed to identify who the blood bearer was. That was a simple enough thing to do once he was close enough. The blood bearer themselves gave off no magical trace—it seemed the poor fools really didn’t have the first idea of what they might be capable of—but Manfred would be able to sniff them out when he was within a pace or two.

      However, as much as he could detect with the power the medallion gave him, he could not tell exactly what awaited him on the other side of the door. There could be a dozen paid bodyguards. That was too much even for him to handle in this situation. The commotion would attract the many guards employed by the casino.

      He looked down the hallway and spotted a dark section on the wall where there was an odd distance between the doors to the private salons. He flashed on the Fount with a quick thought to his medallion, and saw that there was a void behind the mark on the wall, as he’d expected. A building such as this would be riddled with discreet service passages, allowing the casino’s staff to move about the place without their appearance discommoding the members.

      He went to the patch and pressed on it. The hidden door popped open, revealing an austere corridor that led to another passageway running behind the private salons. He saw a few servants flit past the end of the corridor carrying platters of food and dirty dishes, all decked out in their fine blue velvet frock coats.

      Manfred had only taken a couple of steps when one of the servants spotted him and walked over.

      ‘Sir, these are the serving passageways,’ he said. ‘If there’s something you need, you can ring one of the service bells in the member areas and we will attend on you directly.’

      Manfred looked him up and down appraisingly. The servant looked to be about the same height and build as Manfred. Certainly not different enough to cause any great inconvenience. With as genial a smile as Manfred could muster, he advanced toward the servant.

      ‘There’s something I think you can help me with right now,’ Manfred said.

      ‘Of course, sir,’ the servant said. ‘Whatever you need.’

      The man’s eagerness to be of assistance gave Manfred a momentary pang of guilt, but it was gone by the time he had driven the servant’s face into the wall, and smashed his head against it for a second time to be sure he was out cold.

      The frock coat was a little tight, particularly around the waist, reminding Manfred that he’d been neglecting his sword exercises of late. Between being consumed by other pressing matters and how much he’d come to rely on the medallion to solve the problems he would once have used his sword for, he was not in the peak physical condition he had once enjoyed.

      There was no mirror to see if he looked the part, but he didn’t need to pass the scrutiny of the casino’s head butler. He just needed to get a little more access, while attracting a little less attention.

      There were two oil lamps burning in this section of the corridor. Although the light was meagre, it was more than enough for anyone passing the corridor’s end to see the heaped body of the servant and raise the alarm. What was more, this man could do the same once he woke, which could be at any moment. Manfred grimaced. He had always found killing without good reason to be both distasteful and a waste of energy. Worse, it often introduced more complications than it solved.

      After a brief deliberation, he decided it would solve more here. He had nowhere to hide the body but in darkness, and he couldn’t risk the man raising the alarm. He slid his dagger neatly between the man’s ribs, not touching bone on either side, until he pierced the heart. The unconscious man let out a slight gasp and was gone. Manfred extinguished and emptied the oil lamps, reasoning that the lighting in an access corridor to the service passages would be a low priority to address, giving him all the time he would need.

      Decked out in the casino’s service livery, Manfred returned to the main corridor and followed the trail of the grey-priest magic right up to the door.
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        * * *

      

      By the time they had done a full circuit of the gallery, Petr was still none the wiser as to who the watchers were, beyond the fact that he was certain they had been in the building recently. The vagueness of it all was frustrating Conrad, but he knew there was no other way, and that Petr was doing his best.

      ‘I’m going to have to start gambling if this takes much longer,’ Qenna said. ‘It will look unusual if I do not. If that goes on too long, the Avesci will look into the note of credit fully, and realise it’s not worth the paper it’s printed on.’

      ‘We need to be done with this fast if we want to have any hope of getting to them before the demons do,’ Conrad said, hoping to urge Petr on without putting him under undue pressure. ‘Shall we try upstairs?’

      Qenna nodded. ‘I think we are safe in saying I wanted to take a look around before the gambling begins. This building is a maze, though. We can’t search every corner of it without attracting notice.’

      ‘With a little luck,’ Petr said, ‘it won’t take that. There’s just so much… noise here.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Conrad said.

      ‘Magical noise,’ Petr said.

      ‘They’re using magic here?’ Conrad said.

      Petr nodded.

      ‘What for?’

      ‘I suspect the house very rarely loses,’ Qenna said. ‘Magic will make that state of affairs a great deal easier to achieve. There is also probably more than one member who sees it as an opportunity to improve their odds.’

      ‘It’ll only be a matter of time before they have as many people here to sniff out magic users as they do regular cheats,’ Petr said. ‘If they don’t already.’

      ‘Might they know who we’re looking for?’

      Petr shrugged. ‘Who knows? It’s an advanced form of magic. I’m not sure if they’ll have the nuanced techniques for it yet.’

      There was a grand marble staircase with an exquisitely carved balustrade, carpeted in a scarlet weave so thick that their feet sank into it with each step. Guards were ever present, so much so that they became almost part of the décor. Should things take a turn for the worse, Conrad didn’t think they stood the slightest chance of making it out intact.

      ‘So we go up?’ Conrad said. He nodded his head at the stairs, which were populated with several patrons and their attendants. Ostian aristocrats seemed to like to travel with a group of people following them. It wasn’t the habit in Ruripathia, where they preferred a smaller entourage—an assistant and possibly a bodyguard. Conrad couldn’t see the appeal of having people following around on his coat tails. He’d always taken pride in doing things for himself. The idea of having to rely on someone else made him anxious.

      ‘Come,’ Qenna said. ‘There’s no more time to lose.’
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        * * *

      

      Manfred gave a cursory knock on the door to the private salon, then opened it. He surveyed the room as quickly and surreptitiously as he could before announcing himself.

      Three men sat at a green baize table, none of whom looked up when Manfred entered. Also at the table was a croupier wearing a coat similar to Manfred’s, while five men stood lining the walls: two pairs wearing matching liveried tunics, and one alone. Manfred wondered how the solo servant felt working for a master who could only afford to employ one attendant when in the company of those who could afford two. There was a hierarchy in all things, but Manfred had no idea how it worked in service.

      ‘Burgess Avesci asked me to check on you personally, to make sure all of your needs are being attended to,’ Manfred said. He forced himself not to stare at the two men standing by the wall in their liveried tunics, who were giving off the trace of grey-priest magic. His heart was racing. This was the place. These were the people. The sigil on their tunic breasts was a rampant boar. While Manfred knew the clans of the Ostian underworld perfectly, he wasn’t so well informed about the aristocratic families, of whom there were many, of varying degrees of importance.

      He cast a quick glance over the table, but it was impossible to determine which servants belonged to which gamblers.

      ‘More claret,’ one of the gamblers said, raising an empty glass without turning to look at Manfred. ‘Something decent. Not the piss they tried to pawn off on us with the last bottle.’

      ‘I thought it was rather decent,’ one of the other gamblers said.

      ‘Why didn’t you drink more of it then?’ said the first. He was a large man with heavy jowls. Manfred couldn’t tell if they were the cause of his wet enunciation, or if it was because he was inebriated.

      ‘I barely got the chance,’ the other gambler said. ‘One glass and the bottle was empty. If you didn’t like it, Urveni, perhaps you could have left some for the rest of us.’

      ‘Not my fault if you can’t drink fast enough.’

      ‘I like to keep a clear head while playing.’

      The jowly man turned to Manfred, a look of anger in his eyes. ‘Why are you still here? I said more claret.’

      Manfred looked the man in the eyes and smiled, the only remaining question he had definitively answered. He could feel it. He could taste it. He could smell it.

      ‘Of course, sir,’ Manfred said. Then, in as general a way as possible, he said to the servants, ‘If I might have a moment of your assistance outside.’

      Manfred backed out of the room and held the door for the servants to follow him out. He led them out into the corridor, then closed the door behind him.

      ‘Unless the other players have any preferences as regards the wine, I only have need of Lord Urveni’s men.’

      ‘I believe Lord Priorani’s tastes were very well accommodated,’ said one of the two servants in a tunic bearing a gryphon sigil.

      ‘Likewise Lord Ocannio,’ the lone servant said.

      ‘It pleases me to hear that.’ Manfred turned to the two in the tunics bearing the boar sigil. ‘If you will accompany me down to the cellars, perhaps we can find something more to Lord Urbani’s taste? I won’t keep the rest of you away from your masters any longer.’

      They all gave Manfred a curt nod, and returned to the private salon.

      ‘If you gentlemen would like to follow me,’ Manfred said. ‘We’ll take the back stairs down to the cellar. It’s the fastest way.’

      He led them back to the hidden door he’d found and opened it, gesturing for them to go in. They both did, without question. They only hesitated on being presented with the complete darkness in the passageway.

      ‘Ah, the lamps seem to have gone out,’ Manfred said, following them in and closing the door behind them. ‘Just continue on toward the main passage with the light ahead.’

      He had cut the throat of the first watcher before finishing his sentence. The complete darkness made his task a little tricker, but the watchers were silhouetted against the light of the main passage. The first watcher heard the shuffling behind him and turned.

      ‘Wha—’

      Manfred pushed the dying body out of his way and plunged his dagger into the throat of the other watcher. The man struggled for a moment, but the fight went out of him quickly as he started to drown on his own blood, gurgling and gasping as he fought to get his breath.

      Manfred made sure of his job by stabbing them both in the heart, then slipped back through the concealed doorway. Out in the light once more, he was relieved to see that the frock coat had taken the brunt of the blood. The stains were hidden by the dark cloth, although he could feel that some had splattered in his face. He slipped the coat off and wiped his face with it before crumpling it up and throwing it into the passageway on the bodies. Then he shut the door.

      He walked briskly back to the main stairway, pleased with the knowledge he’d acquired. It wouldn’t be difficult to track down Lord Urveni now that Manfred knew who he was, and he had eliminated the only known way of identifying the blood bearer. He was the only one who could pinpoint the bearer, and that gave him power. When Isgurin finally showed his nightmarish face, Manfred would have all the excuse he needed and all the leverage he wanted. Now all he required was for his tame academics to come through, and deliver something truly useful in his bid to free himself from demon overlordship.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The stairs ended in a large landing, off which plush corridors led to the private salons. Petr stopped at the top of the stairs, and considered their choices of hallways leading away.

      ‘Well?’ Qenna said. ‘Where now?’

      ‘This way,’ Petr said, after another moment. ‘Definitely this way.’

      He stopped.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Qenna said.

      ‘There’s something else,’ Petr said. ‘I… I think it’s demon magic.’

      Conrad’s heart sank.

      They moved off again without another word, faster now. He led them down one of the hallways, pausing by each door for a moment before continuing. Conrad’s feet sank into the thick carpet with each step, and the gilded plasterwork extended everywhere, as if there had been no thought given to expense. The building was easily equal in opulence to the royal palace in Brixen, and it boggled Conrad’s mind that a private organisation could match a sovereign for wealth.

      They jogged down the hallway until Petr stopped at what looked like a concealed door, of the type found in palaces and homes of the wealthy everywhere. As much as they seemed to need their attendants, the elite classes also seemed determined not to see them when they didn’t have active need of them.

      ‘I think they’re through here,’ Petr said. ‘Or at least, they were. This is the most recent trace of them that I can find.’

      Conrad didn’t hesitate. If there was demon magic in the building, they had to throw caution to the wind. He walked up to the door, pressed on the side, then released it, and the door popped open.

      He was greeted by complete darkness, though he could see light at the end of the passageway where it joined another. Conrad stepped through the door, hoping his eyes would adjust quickly. His foot hit something on the ground. Something soft. A body. Bodies.

      Conrad felt his heart sink.

      ‘Please tell me this isn’t them,’ Conrad said.

      Petr pushed past him and knelt beside the bodies to check them over. Then he let out a long sigh.

      ‘It’s them,’ Petr said. ‘And someone else. They’ve been stabbed.’

      ‘The watchers and the blood bearer?’ Conrad said, his heart quickening.

      ‘Certainly the watchers,’ Petr said. ‘The other, no. Well… I’m not so sure. But I don’t think he’s the blood bearer.’

      ‘We need to be certain,’ Conrad said.

      ‘I can’t be,’ Petr said, ‘but I don’t think it’s him. I really don’t. That’s the best I can give you.’

      ‘We shouldn’t linger,’ Qenna said. ‘Explaining three dead men in a service passageway is a complication we do not need.’

      Conrad nodded. ‘We can discuss this elsewhere.’ He turned to Petr. ‘Is there anything else we can do to be sure this extra man is not the blood bearer?’

      Petr shrugged. ‘I’m as sure as I can be. That doesn’t mean the demons haven’t already gotten to them, though.’

      The light at the end of the passageway grew brighter, and appeared to move. It took Conrad a moment to realise it was someone approaching with a lamp.

      ‘Time to go,’ Qenna said, breaking the spell of Conrad’s reluctance to move. Qenna and Petr backed out of the passageway. As Conrad moved to follow them, the lamp reached the end of the passageway a moment before its bearer. The light fell on the bodies at Conrad’s feet. The boar sigil on the tunics of two of the men caught his eye. With no time left, Conrad ran for the doorway and pressed it shut behind him as quietly as he could, hoping that the closing door had not been spotted.

      ‘Walk no differently to normal,’ Qenna said. ‘The alarm will be raised at any moment. If we’re lucky we can be out of here before they have a chance to react in an organised way.’

      Conrad and Petr walked a step behind Qenna as they began to effect a nonchalant exit. Conrad’s mind roiled with the questions that remained unanswered, and the terror inspired by those that had been. There could be no explanation for the bodies other than that the demons had managed to get to the watchers first. It seemed naive to hope that they hadn’t also gotten to the blood bearer. He clung to Petr’s feeling that the third man wasn’t the blood bearer, but how were they to find them now that the watchers were gone?

      The boar sigil on the men’s tunics was the only thing they had to go on. Surely Luther would be able to discover who it belonged to, if he didn’t already know.

      They reached the bottom of the grand staircase, where an agitated but very wealthy-looking man stood with two of the casino’s staff. The staff were doing their best to placate him, but he was pontificating about how important he was and how unacceptable it was that his two servants had been taken away from him.

      Conrad’s eyes widened. He looked to Qenna, and could tell he was thinking exactly the same thing. It almost seemed too good to be true. As if on cue, concealed doors opened up all around the main gallery and men in blue frock coats with red shoulder boards started emerging in great numbers. They all had swords strapped to their waists. The only thing more surprising than their sudden appearance was the seamless way in which they moved out into the gallery without creating any disturbance.

      ‘The alarm has been raised,’ Qenna whispered. ‘We have to get out of here while we still can.’

      ‘This might be our only chance,’ Conrad hissed. ‘The demons surely have agents here.’

      ‘The demon agents aren’t going to be any more able to do anything in here than we are,’ Qenna said. ‘We need to get out now, or who knows how long we’ll be locked up in here. If that’s the blood bearer, we’ll be handing him to the demons on a platter. Right now, they won’t be able to get to him any more easily than we can. We’ll find out who he is and track him down later.’

      Conrad cast another look at the man. He was in his later fifties with heavy jowls and a fine suit that strained to contain his bulk. Conrad studied every inch of him so that he would be able to spot him again in an instant. He was so close. Conrad wanted to rush over and seize the man, but he knew Qenna was right. Every second they remained there was dangerous. He had to let the man go. For now.

      They continued toward the door, Conrad’s focus now on getting out of the building before the guards caught them.

      ‘Bayda tai Tharnak, a moment, if you will!’ It was the concierge who had shown them around. Conrad struggled to remember his name—something beginning with ‘P’.

      ‘What do we do?’ Petr said.

      ‘They can’t have double-checked the letter of credit already,’ Conrad said. ‘Can they?’

      ‘Just keep walking,’ Qenna said. ‘Pretend we don’t hear.’

      ‘Bayda tai Tharnak! I really must speak with you.’

      Out of the corner of his eye, Conrad saw the concierge make a quick gesture, and two of the red-shoulder-boarded guards reacted like puppets on a string.

      ‘That’s torn it,’ Petr said.

      The guards were between them and the door. They approached quickly, with humourless expressions and hands on their hilts. Neither Conrad nor Qenna were armed—there was no way they’d have been able to bring weapons into the casino.

      ‘One of the concierges needs to speak with you. This way.’ He gestured over to the concierge’s direction. There was no concession to politeness now, and there was no question of them refusing what was clearly not an invitation, but a command.

      Qenna hesitated for a moment, then nodded. ‘If he wishes to keep me from the gaming tables, that is his prerogative.’

      They followed the two guards over to the concierge, meeting him halfway. There were at least a dozen guards between them and the door now. Making a run for it was out of the question. Conrad eyed the nearest guard’s sword, and wondered at his chances of wresting it from the man before his comrade ran Conrad through the heart. Not good. And even if he could, he didn’t fancy his chances of making it very far. All these men were bannerets, as evidenced by the rapiers at their hips rather than the short swords used by lower-level hired muscle.

      Conrad realised that the one who had spoken was staring at him. Conrad pretended not to notice, but his stomach turned over. This was all going to hells in a handcart, and fast, and once again, Conrad found himself without a sword. Most trained swordsmen were able to recognise another of their kind—their hours of training gave them a noticeable posture, and they carried an air of confidence from the knowledge that they could defend themselves far better than most. These guards would be able to spot the fact that there was more to Conrad than met the eye.

      ‘Bayda tai Tharnak, I’m so glad I caught up with you,’ the concierge said. ‘We’ve had a minor incident in the casino, which our people are dealing with at the moment. As a valued new member, I wanted to make sure you were apprised of the situation, and to let you know we are doing everything necessary to ensure the safety and comfort of our patrons.’

      ‘That is considerate of you,’ Qenna said.

      ‘I can bring you to a private salon so you can continue your leisure pursuits in comfort and safety until the incident has been fully addressed.’

      ‘That won’t be necessary,’ Qenna said. ‘I have an appointment to keep in the city, but I will return this afternoon when my business has been concluded.’

      ‘I understand,’ the concierge said. ‘I can arrange for one of the casino’s sedan chairs to take you wherever you need to go. It’s a service we offer our most valued members.’

      ‘Also unnecessary,’ Qenna said. ‘I enjoy walking. Enlivens the mind.’

      The concierge studied Qenna for a moment. Conrad could see he was sizing the new client up, and it occurred to Conrad that Philipo—the concierge's name came to him suddenly—was much more than a mere concierge. The moment seemed to drag out. Conrad felt the absence of a sword at his hip like a searing pain.

      Philipo’s eyes flicked to one of the banneret guards. Conrad saw an almost imperceptible shake of Philipo’s head. His demeanour changed completely, and he smiled.

      ‘Of course, Bayda,’ the man said. ‘Of course. If you change your mind at any point, we’ll be only too glad to help.’

      Qenna grunted a response, and looked toward the door in a haughty, bored fashion.

      The concierge was well-trained enough pick up on the signal, and smiled. ‘I won’t take up any more of your time, Bayda. My associates will see you safely to the door.’

      Qenna nodded, and they all set off for the door. Conrad had to restrain himself from letting out a sigh of relief. He wondered if they’d caught the person responsible for the killings—if this might be the break they needed to finally get ahead of their enemy. Or if it would make any difference at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Manfred sat in his office drumming his fingers. It was a dreary place, not fit for spending any great deal of time in. The leadership figures in the city’s underworld tended to like being seen, so he reckoned his predecessor had spent very little time here—the comfort and decor level certainly suggested that.

      Manfred preferred to stay in the shadows. Being out and visible in the city’s taverns and coffee houses had also provided the opportunity for the vast majority of the assassinations of the city's criminal leaders, committed as often by an ambitious underling as an enemy looking to expand their remit. There was something to be learned from that, and it was obvious enough to him. He couldn’t understand why the Ostians didn’t seem to make the same connection. Their loss.

      The knock on his door was hesitant enough for him to recognise the knocker. The fact that Manfred had an appointment with this person at this time also helped.

      ‘Come,’ Manfred shouted, lowering his boots from his desk.

      Willem walked in. He hesitated a moment after closing the door, then gave Manfred a curt bow before approaching the desk.

      ‘What have you got for me?’ Manfred said.

      ‘We’ve done it,’ the academic said, beaming in satisfaction. ‘We finished it shortly after I last spoke to you. We took a little more time to confirm our translations, and I can say with certainty that we have the translation better than ninety percent perfect.’

      ‘Ninety percent?’ Manfred said. Was that good enough to roll the dice on his life? He was getting ahead of himself. He didn’t even know yet if this translation would reveal anything worthwhile.

      ‘Yes,’ the academic said. ‘The only reason for the missing percentage is that there are places where we do not have an exact translation, usually because there is no word describing the same thing in modern Imperial. We’ve been able to contextualise the meanings, however, so the end result is much the same as if it were one hundred percent accurate.’

      ‘And the meaning?’ Manfred said.

      The academic rummaged in his satchel and withdrew a sheaf of papers. ‘I thought you might like to get that right from the horse’s mouth, as it were,’ Willem said. He placed the papers on Manfred’s desk and slid them across. ‘I think you will be pleased by what you read. The final page is the translation. The first few pages are notes on the translation, and some notes one of our historians put together on what we know about the period when this document was written. To put it all into some sort of historical context, you see. Without that, it can all be…’

      Manfred could hear the man still talking, but he had ceased paying any attention the moment the pages had come within his reach. There was nothing left in his father’s old chest of treasures, no further secrets in there to be revealed. Anything else, he would have to track down himself. And he had no idea where to start. It wasn’t as if he could ask Isgurin for pointers.

      He picked up the pages and flipped straight to the back, then started to read.

      This study was commissioned by the royal court of King Magnias, Vanquisher of the Demon Tyrant Fenerik, First of the Five Kings, may the gods bless him each and every day.

      The Collegiate of Scholars has prepared this report in satisfaction of the commission. We pray that it might meet the satisfaction of our gracious monarch, and further the repute of the Collegiate, of which we, the authors, are but humble fellows.

      The booty recovered after the defeat of the Tyrant Fenerik was great, and a worthy reward of a task of such magnitude. Among the items recovered were the infamous medallions created by the demon king in his hubris.

      Little was known about these objects, other than that they were created by the Tyrant with great magic obtained from the darkest of places. Tales of mass sacrifice in order to create the power were told—sacrifices both of prisoners taken in war and of his own people—once as mere rumours, but after his defeat, as a provable fact.

      The purpose of this study, conducted under the strictest of secrecy, has been to determine how the medallions work, so that they may be properly destroyed.

      

      Manfred smiled to himself. If this king had really wanted to rid himself of the medallions, he could have sailed them out into the middle of the sea and tossed them overboard. Manfred knew exactly what the true purpose of this study was: The king wanted more power. Specifically, the power of the tyrant he’d just toppled. Some things never changed…

      

      The medallions are made of the purest gold, inscribed on one side with the spiral pattern, a design commonly found in relation to demon magic. At the centre of the spiral is a red jewel in the shape of an eye. There are rumours of a larger medallion worn by the Tyrant Fenerik himself, consisting of a three-spiral design—not dissimilar to three of the normal medallions attached together—but to the knowledge of this study group, that medallion has not been recovered.

      For the purpose of this study, we have relied on the accounts of eye-witnesses to the use of the medallions, prisoner testimony, and a careful examination of the medallion itself.

      Of the powers the medallion was said to possess, influence and the power of persuasion was said to be the most frequently used. The wearer of the medallion was said to be able to sway people to their own opinion, and have them do their bidding. On an individual level, the wearer gained greater speed and strength, making them formidable warriors on the battlefield, worth a dozen normal men. There is also mention of perception—the ability to predict events in the immediate future, although this power has not been directly observed, nor have we been able to recreate it.

      A process of trial and error—seeking out certain things and then ascertaining if the medallion has had an effect on the outcome—has been our approach in this study. We have determined that the method for use is thus: The medallion is worn around the neck in contact with the bearer’s flesh. In order to use it, the wearer has merely to give thought to their desire, and if it falls within the range of boons offered by the medallion it will give rise to that desire, or at the very least amplify its effect in the material world.

      Now we must move on to the darker, more disturbing aspects of the medallion. As a source of power, we have already touched on the method used in the creation of the medallions. The Life Spring—the energy of life found all around the world and also within us—was used in the most despicable of fashions to create these objects. We have confirmed that the matter does not end at that, however.

      

      Manfred took this ‘Life Spring’ to be the same thing as the Fount—the source of all magical power—but he had to admit he didn’t know much more about it than that.

      

      The medallion continues to draw on the Life Spring of the wearer, slowly draining the vitality from them and corrupting what little is left until the wearer becomes what we call a demon. We are uncertain as to how the final transformation occurs, and we have not dared to pursue our work far enough to observe this as part of our study. We do, however, have substantial anecdotal testimony from reliable witnesses that is sufficiently consistent to believe it to be true.

      It seems most likely that the final transformation occurs at the moment of the wearer’s death. Once that has occurred, the wearer is neither alive nor dead. They need to sustain their corrupted well of Life Spring by feeding on living creatures. People appear to have been the preferred source for this, although there are reports of animals having been fed on.

      

      Manfred’s stomach turned over. Was this what lay ahead for him? The medallion suddenly felt very heavy around his neck. Would discarding the thing at a time prior to his death be enough? What if he stopped wearing it as soon as he had achieved the return to the position of wealth and prominence he and his family had once enjoyed? Would Isgurin and their overlord allow him to do so?
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        * * *

      

      The wearer and the medallion become inextricably linked at this point. Their very essence resides within the medallion rather than the physical form that remains of their human bodies. This also places restrictions on them, such as those so famously exploited during King Magnias’s glorious campaign to vanquish Fenerik and his servants from the land.

      

      Manfred felt his heart soar. This was what he was looking for. What he needed.

      

      For certain purposes, the demon may be required to abandon its physical form altogether, and exist entirely within the medallion, until such time as it is able to once again manifest itself in physical form.

      There are many reasons for this abandonment. The most frequent is when the demon needs to rest. It will return to its lair or some other safe place to recuperate, and for the duration the medallion will be its only presence in the physical world. It will also retreat to the medallion when it needs to cross a body of water. For this purpose, it will use a thrall whose loyalty is beyond question to carry the amulet across the water, where the demon can retake its physical form.

      While existing inside the medallion, it appears the demon cannot influence the outside world in any way. While the demon may enter its medallion at any moment of its choosing, once within it remains in a state of heightened vulnerability. An individual possessing the medallion while the demon resides within, may, if sufficiently skilled in magic, contain the demon within for howsoever long they choose. They are, essentially, in absolute control over the demon, while it is within the medallion. As such, thralls tend to be the most trusted of servants, and those to whom great rewards are promised.

      

      This caught Manfred’s attention, but he had already suspected as much from his dealings with Isgurin.

      

      One matter that is of considerable note is the level of trust the demons place in their thralls. They use many different forms of coercion, from reward to punishment. We believe it is also possible for the demon to communicate with its thrall whilst in the medallion, allowing it to give orders and receive information.

      Though the demon might be trapped in its medallion, it is immune to harm while within. However, in its physical form, the demon is vulnerable. Decapitation from a steel or iron weapon, or any wound that would be mortal for a living person and is inflicted with a blade made from the metal mined in the northern mountains, will kill it and break the connection to the medallion. Considering the strength and speed conferred on the bearer by the medallion, this has proven to be exceptionally difficult, albeit not impossible, as our recent victory has shown.

      As was shown over the course of the campaigns of King Magnias and the other four hero-kings, capturing the medallion while the demon resided within, forcing it back into its physical form, and slaying it before it could retake possession of the medallion and the full range of power it enjoyed while wearing it, is the most effective way of killing an archdemon.

      We now move on to our primary task: identifying how the medallions may be destroyed, so that no one else will ever be seduced by the power they offer. We have been specifically prohibited from destroying the medallion in our possession, so can only put forward a hypothesis based on what we have heard.

      The medallions cannot be destroyed by conventional means. King Ruan the Great attempted to destroy a cache of medallions in his possession at the end of the war. Attempts to melt or cut the medallions were not successful. They were constructed with powerful magic, and we believe it will require equally powerful magic to destroy them—magic that, at present, seems to elude even the strongest of our mages.

      In consideration of this, the only recommendation this group can proffer is to dispose of the medallions in a place where retrieval is impossible, such as burying them in the depths of the sea.

      

      Manfred placed the papers back on the table. That crafty old creature, telling Manfred he was giving him the medallion so they could communicate as Manfred travelled south while Isgurin attended to other matters! He had been hiding inside all the time. It seemed Manfred had already had his opportunity, but had squandered it through ignorance. He wasn’t sure the time had been right on that occasion, however.

      But it was now. When the opportunity came again. If it came.

      It seemed to be his only option, but Manfred was confident enough in his ability to contrive an appropriate situation that he felt no despair. And he already knew what Isgurin wanted. He allowed himself a genuine smile, and the release of stress that brought him.

      He had all but forgotten about the academic’s presence. Willem had served him well, and might do so again in the future. He directed his already-present smile at the academic.

      ‘You’re right,’ Manfred said. ‘I’m very pleased with your work. So pleased, I plan on adding a bonus to your payment.’

      The academic beamed and started nodding. ‘I’m so happy to hear that. My team will be also. It’s been a true privilege to work on such rare documents, and a relief that such matters are no longer illegal, so scholarship may dig into what crannies it chooses.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Can you be any more specific?’ Luther said. ‘I can think of a number of Ostian noble houses that have a boar of some form or fashion on their sigil.’

      ‘It was standing on its hind legs,’ Conrad said.

      ‘Boar rampant, as they would say in heraldry circles,’ Luther said. ‘That should get me what I need to know. Do we have a plan for what we’re going to do when we have the blood bearer? Taking him into our custody doesn’t mean our enemy is going to stop trying to get to him.’

      ‘I’m hoping the Intelligenciers can conjure up one of their disappearing tricks,’ Heidi said. ‘Without the killing-him-and-dumping-the-body-at-sea part, obviously.’

      ‘So that’s what happens?’ Nicolo said.

      Both Luther and Heidi shot him a look. ‘Maybe,’ they said in unison.

      ‘Well,’ Nicolo said, ‘we can cross that bridge when we come to it. Let’s not make life too complicated.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Luther said. ‘I’ll go and find out who this rampant boar is. Be ready to move as soon as I’m back.’

      ‘We will,’ Heidi said. ‘I want to have him in custody so we can be done with this as soon as possible.’
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        * * *

      

      The question remained in Conrad’s mind: How would they keep the blood bearer safe once they had him? So far, anonymity had been the person’s only protection. What would it take to keep them from the demons now that they were on the scent and in determined pursuit? For that matter, what would stop them from coming after him once this other blood bearer had been reached by one side or the other? It was only a matter of time before their sights fell on him.

      That was the question that filled him with anxiety whenever his mind turned to it. One way or the other, they were coming to the end of it, and Conrad’s would be the only name left on the list.

      What then? He had always thought they would continue the fight to the bitter end, but he wondered. What if Heidi had orders to take him into custody? To hide him away somewhere he would exist in an unfulfilled half-life, never able to do the things he wanted?

      The threat posed by the demons would still exist, but it would be put on hold for however long it took the demons to find him. Would that be an acceptable compromise to those making the decisions? It was the easy solution. Out of sight, out of mind. At this point he wasn’t sure if it was the princess in Ruripathia who was in charge, or someone else. This problem was so much bigger than any one nation. It seemed as though the Intelligenciers had taken a lead role on this, but Conrad had no idea who made the decisions in that organisation. In whose hands did his fate lie?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Count of Urveni kept a town house in High Garden, the wealthy district on the shoulder of the escarpment that was home to both the palace and the old castle. Manfred would have suspected as much, although there were some lesser nobles who kept apartments in the centre of the city. As it happened, this suited Manfred perfectly. High Garden was separated from where he sat in the warehouse district by the Westway River, twin of the Eastway River that demarcated the less salubrious eastern part of the city from the rest of it.

      In order to get to the count, they would have to cross moving water, which meant that if Isgurin was to accompany him, he would have to retreat into his medallion and give it to Manfred.

      Manfred would have his opportunity.

      He kept his boots off the table now, despite his temptation to pop them up on his desk and lean back in his chair to relax. This was the evening of the third day, and Manfred expected Isgurin to appear once it was dark enough, in that malevolently magical way of his. He didn’t want to be caught off-guard again.

      He didn’t have to wait long.

      ‘You have found him?’ Isgurin hissed from the darkness.

      ‘I have,’ Manfred said, satisfied. He felt as though he had reclaimed some of the balance of power. Now all he had to do was set the creature up so Manfred could get his hands on the demon’s medallion.

      ‘Then there is no time to waste. Where is the blood bearer?’

      ‘He’s in a mansion in High Garden,’ Manfred said. ‘At least, that’s where he lives in the city. I understand he spends a great deal of time at the casino near his house, but it will be impossible to get to him there. The house is where I think we should do it.’

      Isgurin nodded. ‘His place of residence makes sense. It will be more private.’

      ‘I’m glad you agree,’ Manfred said. ‘I see no reason to tarry any longer. I believe it’s dark enough for you to move about outside.’

      ‘It is,’ Isgurin said. ‘Where exactly is the house located?’

      ‘High Garden is the mansion district on the far side of the Westway River,’ Manfred said, as innocuously as he could. His heart was racing. He had proved how easily he could get to the blood bearer in the casino by killing his two watchers. Getting him would have been easy—but getting away, impossible.

      That hadn’t fitted with his plan, however.

      Isgurin nodded. ‘I have a matter to attend to while I’m in the city. It will not take long. You may take my medallion once again so we can remain in communication. As soon as I have attended to my task, I will meet you at the blood bearer’s place of residence, and we can deal with him together.’

      Manfred wasn’t able to stop himself from smiling. ‘I am pleased by the trust you place in me,’ he said, to cover himself.

      ‘Indeed,’ Isgurin said. ‘We must not delay. I shall join you there.’

      ‘I look forward to it,’ Manfred said, and he genuinely meant it.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I have him,’ Luther said. ‘The Count of Urveni. Stinking rich. He has fifteen thousand acres in the upper Eastway river valley. Spends most of his time in the city, eating, drinking, and gambling away the revenues it generates.’

      ‘Nice for some,’ Heidi said.

      ‘It is,’ Luther said. ‘He’s not married and has no children, so he’s the man we’re looking for. I have the address of his mansion in High Garden. I put agents on the casino as soon as I found out who he was, to keep a watch out for him. My people will update me before we move, but if his servants have been killed, he’s probably returned home.’

      ‘That’s what I’d do in his position,’ Nicolo said. ‘As fast as my legs could carry me.’

      ‘More likely the legs of the men carrying his sedan chair,’ Luther said, ‘but yes, I think his mansion is where we should check first. If he feels his life is in danger, I suspect he’ll flee the city for his country estate, but with luck we’ll catch him before he does. Time to move.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Heidi said. ‘Let’s get our man.’
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      Manfred moved as quickly as he could without breaking into a run. He could barely contain himself in his haste to get to the river, but hurrying would attract attention, so he restrained himself. By the time he spotted the bridge, he was set to burst with impatience.

      The only time Manfred could know for certain that Isgurin was locked within the medallion was when he was actually over moving water. He reasoned that the creature might not enter until the vital moment; he might be lurking somewhere he could keep an eye on Manfred. It was a risk that seemed slim, but unwise to take nonetheless.

      He paused before stepping onto the bridge. The medallion was heavy, its chain biting into the back of his neck. This was the moment. This was when he took back control. He walked out onto the middle of the bridge, and took hold of the medallion. He looked at it, and the jewel at its centre, then raised his medallion up beside it and studied them both. Solid gold, with a spiral design and a red eye-shaped jewel at its centre.

      There were no differences that he could see, yet Isgurin had so much more power than Manfred. He knew now that it was the medallion that conferred that power. It was the link between the physical and magical worlds.

      He looked at his medallion again. There was so much more it could give him. So many more advantages. He wanted to be able to inflict pain on his enemies with nothing more than a thought, just as Isgurin could. Power such as that would see him and his family back to their rightful place in no time.

      If Manfred completed this mission, the demons would make more of the medallion’s powers open to him. Perhaps all of them. He knew how to control Isgurin, how to hold power over him. There would be other opportunities to do it. Opportunities when he already had all the power he needed.

      Manfred tucked both medallions back into his tunic, next to his bare flesh, and continued across the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      They walked briskly through the city. The crowds on the street had thinned since the busiest part of the day, but there were still plenty of people around. Conrad had heard it said that Ostenheim was a city that never slept. While the day’s business had come to an end, the night’s business was only just beginning.

      With the heat of the day fading, the city felt far more pleasant to move around in. Their route took them toward the castle perched atop the hill overlooking Ostenheim. The streets gradually became wider, with fine cobble paving, while the buildings grew larger and grander, often being completely detached from one another. Trees and small parks abounded, replacing the somewhat foetid smell of the city centre with a far more pleasant fragrance of trees, flowers, and fresh air.

      ‘This is the fancy part of the city,’ Nicolo said, ‘if you couldn’t already tell. You’d need a small fortune to live in any of these houses.’ He gestured to some stately-looking buildings set back from the street and surrounded by private gardens.

      ‘You’d need a large fortune for any of those,’ Luther said. ‘They’re among the finest houses in the city—other than the Ducal Palace, of course.’

      ‘Where’s that?’ Conrad said.

      ‘Up on the hill,’ Nicolo said. ‘You can’t see it for the castle walls.’

      Conrad wondered how it compared to the palace in Brixen. Surely no building could be more beautiful than that white stone palace, perfectly reflected by the waters of the lake surrounding it. Perhaps he’d get the chance to take a look before they left the city.

      ‘Since we’re up in this part of the city,’ Petr said, ‘it looks like our final blood bearer has managed to maintain a position in high society over the millennia.’

      Luther led them along the wide boulevards lined with parks and gardens before stopping at a grand gateway set back from the road. Conrad could just make out the roof of the building, but the rest was concealed by elegantly shaped trees and bushes. He could hear the sound of babbling water from somewhere beyond the gate.

      ‘Do we just stroll in and introduce ourselves?’ Nicolo said.

      ‘No,’ Heidi said. ‘We go in and arrest him in the name of the Intelligenciers. Once we have him in custody in the Grey Tower, we can make a plan then. One step at a time.’

      ‘Someone’s evening is about to take a turn for the worse,’ Nicolo said. ‘I can’t imagine anyone welcomes a visit from the Intelligenciers.’

      ‘Lord Urveni certainly won’t,’ Qenna said. ‘His life is about to change beyond recognition. I suspect he will be ill equipped to cope.’

      ‘We don’t need him to cope,’ Heidi said. ‘We just need to keep him away from the demons.’

      ‘Time to ruin the Count of Urveni’s evening,’ Luther said.

      They walked up to the gates. There was a rattle and a thud, then they were challenged by a voice from the shadows. ‘His lordship isn’t taking visitors. If you’re delivering, service entrance is around the back.’

      ‘We’re here in the name of the Grey Tower,’ Heidi said.

      ‘I… uh… I’ll have to check up at the house,’ the voice said. Conrad could make out the glint of a breastplate in the darkness, and wondered why the count wouldn’t have given his gatekeeper a lantern. He suspected that he had, but that it would have disturbed the man’s sleep, so it remained unused somewhere.

      ‘No, you won’t have to check with them,’ Heidi said. ‘We’re coming in whether you like it or not.’ She held up her Intelligencier sigil. ‘You know what this means. Open the gate.’

      The gatekeeper blundered about in what appeared to be a small guardhouse before coming out with a set of keys on a large iron ring. He rummaged through them with the confusion of one who had to take care of a great many gates, but lacked the presence of mind to mark each key to distinguish it.

      ‘We don’t have all night,’ Luther said. ‘If you’re stalling, you’ll see the inside of the Grey Tower before the day is out.’

      With reinvigorated enthusiasm for his task, the gatekeeper selected a key and unlocked the gates. He pulled them open, their well-oiled hinges turning silently, then he stepped back to let them through.

      ‘I suppose this is to do with the missing servants,’ he said.

      Heidi and Luther passed him by without even looking in his direction. Conrad had to admit he found Heidi more than a little chilling when she went fully into her Intelligencier role. Luther seemed to be able to pull off the effect with equal aplomb.

      The garden surrounding the house was what Conrad could only describe as a paradise. His nose was overwhelmed by the fragrance of countless blooms, their colours a secret guarded by the night. The path took a direct route through the garden, and although there were lamps—expensive magelamps by the look of it—they were also unlit. Conrad’s initial conclusion about the gatekeeper’s lamp being unlit began to seem less certain. Was the count trying to keep a low profile in the hope that whoever had killed his two servants might think he had already fled the city for his country estate?

      Then a chill ran over his skin, and his hands started to shake. He looked over to Heidi, knowing that her brief contact with one of the demon medallions had left her with this same sense of when demons were near. Her eyes turned to him in that same moment, wide open.

      ‘They’re already here,’ Heidi said. It was the signal for them all to draw their swords. Only once that was done did a question come.

      ‘Are you certain?’ Luther said.

      The rest of them knew enough not to bother asking. If Conrad and Heidi felt it, then there were demons near.

      ‘I am,’ Heidi said, ‘and before you ask, it’s a long story. Too long to explain now. Just take my word for it.’

      ‘Knocking on the front door and declaring the arrival of the Intelligenciers might not be the best approach any more,’ Qenna said.

      ‘No,’ Nicolo said. ‘But we need to get in and get in fast, and the front door is still the easiest way of achieving that.’

      ‘Perhaps a more robust knock,’ Luther said.

      ‘Agreed,’ Heidi said.

      They hurried to the door, and without breaking stride, Luther put his boot to the side of the door with all his weight and momentum. He bounced off with a painful thud, landing on his backside.

      ‘Not the front door, then,’ Heidi said. Then she cocked her head for a moment, a thoughtful expression on her face, and tried the handle. The door swung open. ‘Huh, fancy that. I suppose if rich folk can afford a guarded gate, they don’t need to lock their front door. Shame we’ve already gone and announced our arrival to anyone with ears.’

      Luther got back to his feet, a sheepish expression on his face. Embarrassment was the least of his worries after falling like that, with a blade in each hand. Conrad had seen two students at the academy die from falling on a blade during his time there.

      ‘It’s a big house,’ Luther said. ‘Perhaps they won’t have heard, wherever they are inside.’

      It sounded like wishful thinking to Conrad—but he’d seen the Count of Urveni. He didn’t think they would have any trouble chasing the aristocrat down even if he did try to run.

      Heidi crept in, leading the way with her sword out front. The rest of them followed her, keeping their eyes peeled. Conrad’s skin was crawling. His chest felt tight, and he fought to control the shake in his hands.

      The house’s hallway was enormous. A grand oak staircase dominated the room and led up to the first of four floors. If the house was anything like the city palaces of the wealthy in Brixen, there would be a basement containing the kitchens and storerooms, while the top floor would contain the servant’s quarters. That meant the count was most likely somewhere on the ground, first or second floor. Unless he had some other hiding place.

      ‘We don’t have time to check every room as a group,’ Nicolo said. ‘We need to split up.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Heidi said. ‘Nicolo, Petr, you’re with me. Luther, go with Qenna and Conrad. We’ll take upstairs. Sweep this floor, then join us and we’ll search the final floor together if we’ve not already found them.’

      Heidi led her team up the stairs, while Conrad, Qenna, and Luther spread out into the hallway. Luther pressed his ear against one of the doors and listened for a moment before opening it. The open door revealed a cloistered courtyard filled with a lush garden. A magnificent circular fountain in marble, decorated with large water creatures from mythology, took pride of place in the centre, filling the courtyard with the relaxing sound of flowing water. The scene was lit only by moonlight, and the light coming from the first-floor windows that looked out over the garden. It was the most tranquil spot Conrad had ever seen. It seemed that money could indeed buy happiness—or at the very least, facilitate it.

      There were other doorways lining the wall at the back of the cloisters, so they moved into the courtyard and approached the first. Luther took the same cautious approach, opening the door only when he had an idea if there was anything waiting for them on the other side.

      There was a fine library on the other side with a high ceiling, with a spiral staircase leading up to a mezzanine, granting access to the higher tiers of leather-bound tomes. Conrad wondered how many of them had ever been read. He suspected none—at least not by the current incumbent of the County of Urveni. Did it impress guests, or did they all have the same thought as Conrad? Or did they even notice?

      ‘Nothing here,’ Luther whispered, more circumspect now than when trying to gain access to the house. ‘Let’s move on.’

      They moved slowly and carefully around the courtyard, checking each room that lay behind the doors. There was a study, a dining room, a gallery, a ballroom, but no sign of the count or any of what must have been a substantial number of servants. That was puzzling Conrad more than anything. A house like this should be crawling with staff, even at this hour.

      Finally he decided to mention it. ‘Where is everyone?’

      ‘I was just wondering that myself,’ Qenna said.

      ‘If the demons have been here a while…’ Conrad said, leaving the thought hanging.

      ‘Then there is probably a small army of demons waiting to be reborn,’ Luther said. ‘The fact that the gatekeeper is still alive gives me hope that we aren’t too late. Either way, I put some precautions in place before I left the Grey Tower earlier.’

      Conrad nodded, hoping Luther was correct. They moved to the next door, and Luther froze. He mouthed something silently that Conrad couldn’t make out, but he didn’t need to. The way Luther's body instantly tensed was all Conrad needed.
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      Conrad and Qenna stood behind Luther, weapons at the ready. Luther raised his hand and silently counted to three, one finger at a time. He opened the door and swept into the room in one movement. Conrad was close on his heel.

      There were two people standing in the room—a pantry by the look of it, and the most innocuous room of the house they’d been in so far. Perhaps that was why the count had chosen it to hide in—not that it had done him much good. He lay on his back between the two men, quivering and blubbering, two things Conrad couldn’t much blame him for, considering the circumstances.

      One of the men was tall and slender, standing with a hand resting on the pommel of his sword. A mercenary of some type—a type clearly willing to take coin from the foulest abominations on the face of the world, given that the other person standing in the room wasn’t a person at all. He was an archdemon.

      The creature looked up at the interruption, distracting Conrad from the momentary relief that Urveni was still alive.

      ‘Maggots,’ the demon hissed, a word and a voice that took Conrad back nearly a decade. This was the creature who had killed his parents, the one he had been waiting for so long to get his revenge upon.

      The demon swept its arm out, smashing both Luther and Petr into the wall behind them. Conrad remained standing where he was, unaffected. He didn’t have to ask himself why. He knew it was his blood. He knew, because somewhere within him he had always known.

      The demon looked at him, nonplussed. Conrad took a deep sense of satisfaction from that one small thing. He took his ready position, and advanced, determined that there would be no mistakes this time, no rueing another missed opportunity. The demon would die on this night, and part of Conrad’s blood debt would be paid.

      Conrad had all but forgotten the other person standing in the room, until the man stepped between him the demon.

      ‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘It’s been a long time.’

      Conrad looked up at the man’s face, and irritation gave way to recognition.

      ‘Manfred?’ Conrad said. ‘What in hells are you doing here?’

      ‘This and that,’ Manfred said, drawing his sword. ‘I have to say I’ve been looking forward to seeing you again.’

      ‘I can’t say the same,’ Conrad said.

      ‘I’m not surprised. After denouncing my father for treason, I’m sure you’ve wanted to avoid having to atone for what you did. But that’s what’s going to happen now.’

      ‘Nothing I said about your father was untrue,’ Conrad said. ‘If you ever had any doubt of that, all you have to do is take a look at your new comrade. Step aside and stop meddling in matters that are beyond your depth.’

      ‘This is the final blood bearer,’ the demon hissed.

      ‘I know,’ Manfred said. ‘We’ll get to him in a moment. As soon as I’m done with this turd.’

      ‘No, thrall,’ the demon said. ‘This one is the final blood bearer.’

      Manfred raised his eyebrows, but didn’t take his eyes from Conrad. ‘Really? This little turd? You’re certain?’

      ‘You may kill him,’ the demon said. ‘And then we may kill this one. The power will return to our master.’

      But Manfred had moved the moment the demon gave him permission.

      They had both been young apprentices on the long path to the academy the last time Conrad had seen Manfred’s swordplay, and since Manfred had been the older boy, Conrad had held him in awe at the time. The older boys were always that bit better, bigger, faster. Conrad felt the sensation of taking on more than he could cope with as he parried Manfred’s first probing thrust. In that moment, he was a little boy on the receiving end of an older bully’s torments.

      He realised he’d waited for this moment nearly as long as he had for the chance to kill the demon who’d brought death to his parents. It was time for the reckoning with the bully who’d lurked in the darkness of his dreams for so many years.

      That first contact of steel settled his nerves. Reminded him of who he was. He might have been a frightened boy the last time he looked Manfred in the eye, but much time had passed. He was so much more now. So many years of growing. Training. And he was taller than Manfred now. That was something.

      Manfred had a broad smile on his face. Clearly this was a reckoning he’d been relishing too. He thrust again, this time with more conviction. He followed with a cut and launched into a combination of attacks that took Conrad by surprise. He was faster and stronger than anyone Conrad had ever fought. The obvious explanation was that the demon was giving him an edge. His magic couldn’t directly affect Conrad, but he could influence someone else, someone willing to do his bidding.

      Conrad had heard the creature calling Manfred a thrall. It seemed that he had very much become a servant of demons, much as his father had once been—whether he had actually known it or not.

      Conrad jumped back, parrying for all he was worth. The seed of doubt in his gut sprouted tendrils. He tried to push the presence of the demon from his thoughts. All his concentration was needed for Manfred. He took a breath, parried, and then countered with an attack of his own.

      As Manfred danced back, swatting Conrad’s attacks away, Conrad caught sight of the medallion hanging around his neck. That explained everything. Conrad’s thoughts flashed red with anger. Here Manfred was again, trying to get things that he couldn’t earn for himself. He had to resort to underhanded methods. It seemed some things never changed.

      Manfred came at him. Every move had the confidence of one utterly convinced of his inevitable victory. Conrad had seen that before, many times. With that arrogance came complacency. That was something he could exploit. He let Manfred drive him back to the doorway, where Qenna and Luther were struggling to regain their senses. For the time being, he knew he was on his own. That suited Conrad. He wanted to deal with Manfred himself. A little payback for his treatment of him back in their days at the palace was well-deserved. Manfred was, however, no more than a barrier to what Conrad really wanted, and he was determined to clear that out of his way as quickly as he could.

      He left an opening in his guard—he held his sword arm out a little too far, and Manfred went straight forward. Conrad was almost disappointed that Manfred’s arrogance had carried him into the ruse so easily, but he took his opportunity and launched into a blistering array of cuts, the speed and ferocity of which surprised even him.

      It surprised Manfred too. He was a fine swordsman, of that there could be no dispute. Conrad cut him several times, but was not able to land a hit that would kill Manfred, or at least put Manfred out of the fight. Conrad pushed himself to the limit of what he could do, then looked within himself for more. He cut and thrust with everything he was worth, and the smile dropped off Manfred’s face. Once his brow furrowed with concentration, Conrad knew he had him.

      Conrad feinted left and then right. Manfred moved for the first, recognised the feint, and tried to move his blade to the second. By the time Conrad launched his final blow, Manfred’s blade was too far out of position to have any hope defending him.

      But in a dizzying blur of black cloth, Conrad’s sword was slashed out of the way by the demon. He stumbled to the side, and had to take another step to regain his balance. The demon was standing between him and Manfred, which suited Conrad perfectly.

      The demon held two ancient looking blades, made of dark metal with a swirling pattern similar to that of Conrad’s Telastrian blade. Conrad drew his dagger, and altered his stance slightly to accommodate the technique for fighting with two weapons. It would be different here, however. Against the demon, the normal steel blade of his dagger would only be useful for parrying.

      The demon regarded Conrad in silence for a moment. Conrad studied its face and asked himself if this was definitely the creature that had been in his home on that terrible night so many years before. It was difficult to tell. Conrad had seen a number of archdemons together when Henni was killed, and they all looked very similar—hairless, grey flesh, pointed ears, and red glowing eyes. There was something about this one, however. Conrad couldn’t put his finger on why, but he was certain this was the same one. Even if it wasn’t, slaying it was doing the world a good service.

      His confidence faltered as fear took him in its grasp. The creature alone was a horror. The terror it inspired went beyond its mere looks. There was something primordial about the feeling it evoked, as though the human instinct was to fear this thing above all else. The fact that it was the creature that had haunted Conrad’s nightmares since childhood made it all the worse.

      ‘We had expected a longer, more complicated search to find you,’ the demon said. ‘We will kill you both, and be done with this tiresome endeavour.’

      He came at Conrad the instant he finished the sentence. The creature was a whirl of blades and black cloth—the fastest thing Conrad had ever seen. Conrad felt a wave of dizziness sweep over him. The first blow knocked his dagger to the side. He fought to clear his mind and focus. Was this demon magic at work? The second blow cut a slice deep into his left shoulder. For an instant he felt completely overwhelmed. Defenceless, he somehow he got his blade back in time to parry the next attack. And the next. His hands kept up with the deluge of attacks coming left and right. He couldn’t understand how or why, but the demon was not overpowering him the way the lesser creatures had at the fort. What was different now?

      The demon got inside his guard and cut a searing gash across Conrad’s side. He had to allow himself to rely on the instincts instilled by countless hours of training.

      The demon bared its fangs in frustration as Conrad managed to repel its onslaught. Conrad could tell it was wary of his Telastrian steel blade. It focussed the main fury of its attack onto his left side where it had already cut him, leaving Conrad to regret not having something more substantial than the dagger he rarely used.

      The demon cut him again, another burning wound on his left side that only luck had limited to a gash rather than a mortal cut. The demon’s attacks pressed him back against the shelves lining the wall. There was nowhere left to go, and although he’d held his own up to now, Conrad could feel his left arm grow heavy. Too heavy to lift any longer. The burning sensation at his side was clouding his mind, damping the instincts that had kept him going up to now. Sweat dripped from his eyebrows into his eyes, and his whole body felt so hot it was like he was about to burst into flames. His left side was about to become an open door for every attack to pass through.

      Still he fought on. A strange energy filled him, making him feel lightheaded for the briefest of instants. The feeling reminded him of the bloodlust of the ancient Northland heroes of the sagas. Was this the old gods giving him the last spark of life to settle his blood debt?

      His left arm faltered. The demon was relentless. It showed no sign of tiring. The tendrils of fear in Conrad’s gut blossomed. His left arm didn’t respond fast enough. He saw the evil-looking blade, like steel covered in swirling black tattoos, slash toward him, and he knew he was about to die.

      Qenna thundered into the demon’s side, knocking him across the room and to the ground, while in a similar fashion Luther flattened Manfred, who had been catching his breath behind his master and was eagerly awaiting a second try. Conrad gave a gasp of relief, and allowed his arms to drop, bringing some respite to the burning sensation in his left shoulder.

      There wasn’t time to waste, no matter how tired Conrad felt. Killing it now would be a massive victory in their fight against the demons. It would settle his blood debt and rid him of one of the nightmares that had followed him for years.

      He rushed over to Qenna and the demon, who were still sprawled on the ground, trying to disentangle themselves from one another. Luther and Manfred were in a similar confusion. Sword raised, Conrad dived at the monster, swinging the blade down as he went.

      The demon looked up, its hateful eyes fixing on Conrad’s for an instant before it rolled to the side with incredible speed, covering Manfred up in a sweep of its cloak. Conrad’s blade bit into the floorboards with a loud ‘thunk’, burying itself so deeply he had no chance of pulling it free in time to block the killing blow he knew was about to come.

      He looked up. His eyes widened.

      ‘They’re gone,’ Conrad said. ‘Both of them.’

      He stood, letting go of his sword, leaving it sticking up out of the floor at an angle. He gave Qenna a hand and helped him to his feet.

      ‘Demon magic,’ Luther said, a hint of amazement in his voice. ‘Have a care. They might still be close.’

      Conrad grabbed his sword hilt with both hands, flexed his knees and pulled the sword free.

      ‘He’s dead,’ Luther said.

      It was only now that Conrad realised the sound of snivelling and whimpering had stopped at some point. Had they failed? Had the demon managed to carry out whatever ritual it needed to do before they got there? While he was fighting Manfred?

      Luther was kneeling beside the count, checking for a heartbeat and tapping him on the cheek for a reaction. Conrad prayed for one. All was lost if this man’s power was with the demon king now.

      Something told Conrad that wasn’t the case. That moment of light-headedness… it hadn’t been the old gods invigorating him so he could settle a blood debt. It was the power in his blood. It was as Petr had said: When a blood bearer’s line died out, the power of their blood returned to the others, evenly divided. It was that power that had infused Conrad and seen him through the fight. Had it not been for the cut to his shoulder the moment before, he might have been able to defeat the demon and settle his blood debt.

      He cursed under his breath, but he knew that he was lucky to be alive, all things considered. Lucky to be alive, and lucky that the demons hadn’t managed to capture all of Urveni’s power. A stalemate rather than a victory, but he’d take it.
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      Manfred was on his hands and knees, but no longer on wooden floorboards. The ground beneath him was a cobbled street. He looked up, utterly confused and with no idea of where he was.

      It took him a moment to get his bearings. They were on the street outside Urveni’s mansion. He felt dizzy, but knew better than to try to make sense of what had just happened. Magic was all he needed to know.

      He realised Isgurin was standing next to him. Over him. The creature didn’t offer a hand to aid him in getting up.

      ‘We failed?’ Manfred said, standing. He was as afraid as he’d ever been. He wasn’t free of the demon yet—and now he would probably never be. He shuddered to imagine the consequences of failure. They were coming now.

      He shouldn’t have delayed. He should have taken his chance and trapped Isgurin in the medallion. Freed himself once and for all. Such a fool. Why did he always think himself so much smarter than everyone else? Why could he not have been satisfied with the power his medallion already gave him? He had failed. Now he was a dead man walking. If anything, death seemed the very best he could hope for.

      ‘It is neither failure nor success,’ Isgurin said. ‘The Count of Urveni expired of natural causes. It happened a moment after I stepped into your fight with the final blood bearer. I could feel him become more powerful. Smell it.’

      ‘Conrad of Neuendorf,’ Manfred said, eager to be as helpful as he could now that a hope of survival had been rekindled within him. ‘His name is Conrad of Neuendorf.’

      There were bound to be consequences of having not achieved outright success. Now was the time to mitigate them as best he could.

      ‘Yes,’ Isgurin said. ‘Neuendorf. I remember the place. My first human after awakening was the headman of that place. He had the scent of the blood bearer on him, so I turned him and had him take me to the blood bearer. I was weak and lost him that night, when he was still a boy. A shame not to have dealt with him when he was weaker. He would never have learned how to use the power in his veins. There is not a soul alive who could have taught him. Now, though, it is different. He has enough of it in him that it will impose itself upon him, as it showed the first sign of doing when I fought him. It will lead him to some, if not all, of the boons his blood now carries.’

      Isgurin gestured at the mansion. ‘I suspect this one would not have presented a challenge no matter how much of the ancient power flowed through his veins. It would have been better to have had him to deal with, rather than Conrad of Neuendorf. Perhaps we will get lucky. If they tarry in the mansion much longer, they will discover the surprise we left for them. I doubt it, however. The blood bearer is strong enough now to deal with our more recent brethren.’

      The demon stared out to the skyline, where the first hints of the rising sun were beginning to show. ‘Tonight was a setback, but not a failure. A setback that can be rectified. For now, we must go. I can’t remain in the open for much longer.’

      ‘Of course,’ Manfred said. His terror had turned to relief, and his thoughts were turning to the question of whether his plan might still be feasible. ‘I’m sure there is much more to discuss about our next steps. We can continue the conversation in my office. If we hurry, we can be there before the sun breaks.’

      ‘No,’ Isgurin said. ‘I will have to make my report to our king. Take my medallion to your office and await my contact.’

      Manfred swallowed a smile. He wondered if Isgurin actually had a way to report to this king of his, or if it was simply a ruse to deflect Manfred from the real reason Isgurin needed him to carry his medallion. He knew that even magic had its limits, and the demon communicating with his undead master across countless miles seemed too far-fetched an idea to entertain. But who knew? It really didn’t matter. All that mattered was that Manfred got his hands on Isgurin’s medallion.

      From the jaws of despair and defeat to the brink of victory in only a few heartbeats. Perhaps he was as smart as he thought, after all.
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      ‘It seems he had a heart attack,’ Petr said, kneeling over the body. ‘Caused by sheer terror, I expect.’

      ‘Can’t blame him,’ Nicolo said. ‘Poor bastard must have been out of his mind. For a man of his lifestyle, I doubt he’d have even been able to imagine an experience so horrifying.’

      ‘He crapped himself,’ Luther said, stating what was obvious to everyone in the room who’d made the mistake of inhaling through their nose. ‘Pissed his britches too. Not a pleasant final few moments.’

      ‘That’s possibly the greatest understatement I’ve ever heard,’ Heidi said. ‘But you’re certain they didn’t carry out the ritual, Petr? Take whatever it was in Urveni’s blood?’

      Petr shook his head. ‘I don’t think so… I’m as certain as I can be,’ he added, knowing by now his first answer wouldn’t be enough for Heidi. ‘You can see from the condition of the body alone that he didn’t die in the same fashion as the last blood bearer. As a Grey Priest, I was trained as a healer. Everything I see here tells me his heart gave up.’

      ‘Excellent,’ Heidi said.

      Luther winced. ‘That’s harsh.’

      Heidi shook her head in exasperation. ‘I’m sorry this man died. That certainly wasn’t our goal, but what we’re trying to stop here is bigger than me, him, or any of us. This outcome is a long way from our worst one. We’ve stopped the demons from getting their hands on all the power, and the final blood bearer is one of our own. This chapter of the battle is at an end, and we’re still holding our own against an enemy that’s been on the verge of wiping us off the map right from the start. The demons are out in number now, so it isn’t going to only be us from here on. We need to start working out what this result means for us, and planning for the next stage.’

      ‘Perhaps we could do that in a place where the dead are not about to rise as our enemies?’ Qenna said.

      Heidi nodded. ‘Agreed. Luther, tell your people to burn this place to the ground while they still can. For the rest of us, it’s time to head somewhere a little less…’ She looked at the soiled corpse and grimaced. ‘Fragrant.’
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