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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.










I



OUTSIDE THE IMPERIAL RESIDENCE IN VIDESSOS THE CITY, THE cherry trees were in bloom. Soon their pink and white petals would drift the ground and walks around the residence in much the same way as the snow had done till a few weeks earlier.


Maniakes threw wide the shutters and peered out at the grove that made the residence the only place in the palace quarter where the Avtokrator of the Videssians could find even a semblance of privacy. One of the many bees buzzing by made as if to land on him. He drew back in a hurry. When spring came, the bees were a nuisance: they were, in fact, almost the only thing he disliked about spring.


“Phos be praised,” he said, sketching the good god’s sun-circle above his heart, “now that good sailing weather is here again, we can get out of the city and fight another round with the men of Makuran.” He made a sour face. “I know the Makuraners are my enemies. Here in the capital, foes come disguised, so they’re harder to spot.”


“Once we’ve beaten the Makuraners, things will go better here,” said his wife, Lysia. She came over and took his hand and also looked at the flowering cherry trees. When another bee tried to fly into the chamber, she snatched up a sheet of parchment from Maniakes’ desk and used it to chivvy the bee back outside. Then she smiled at him. “There. That’s more use than we usually get out of tax registers.”


“How right you are,” he said fondly. Lysia had a gift for not taking the ponderous Videssian bureaucratic machine too seriously, while to the army of tax collectors and clerks and scribes and account reckoners it was not only as important as life itself but was in fact life itself. Better yet, she helped Maniakes not take the bureaucracy too seriously, either, a gift he often thought beyond price.


He hugged her. The two of them were not very far apart in height. They were a little stockier, a little swarthier than the Videssian norm, being of Vaspurakaner blood even if almost completely Videssian in the way they thought. Both had lustrous, almost blue-black hair, bushy eyebrows—though Lysia plucked hers to conform to imperial standards of beauty—and high-arched, prominent noses. Maniakes’ thick, heavy beard covered his cheeks and chin, but under the beard that chin, he suspected, was a match for Lysia’s strong one.


Their resemblance was no mere accident of having sprung from the same homeland, nor was it a case of husband and wife coming to look like each other over the course of living together—such cases being more often joked about than seen. They were not just husband and wife; they were also first cousins—Lysia’s father, Symvatios, was younger brother to Maniakes’ father, with whom the Avtokrator shared his name.


Lysia said, “When we sail for the west to fight the Makuraners, have you decided whether to use the northern or southern route?”


“The southern, I think,” Maniakes answered. “If we land in the north, we have to thread our way through all the valleys and passes of the Erzerum Mountains. That’s the longer way to have to go to aim for Mashiz, too. I want Sharbaraz—” He pronounced it Sarbaraz; like most who spoke Videssian, he had trouble with the sh sound, though he could sometimes bring it out. “—King of Kings to be sweating in his capital the way I’ve sweated here in the city.”


“He’s had to worry more than we have, the past couple of years,” Lysia said. “The Cattle Crossing holds the Makuraners away from Videssos the city, but the Tutub and the Tib are only rivers. If we can beat the soldiers the Makuraners put up against us, we will sack Mashiz.”


She sounded confident. Maniakes felt confident. “We should have done it last year,” he said. “I never expected them to be able to hold us when we were moving down the Tib.” He shrugged. “That’s why you have to fight the war, though: to see which of the things you don’t expect come true.”


“We hurt them even so,” Lysia said.


She spoke consolingly, but what she said was true. Maniakes nodded. “I’d say the Thousand Cities between the Tutub and the Tib are down to about eight hundred, thanks to us.” He knew he was exaggerating the destruction the Videssians had wrought, but he didn’t think there really were a thousand cities on the flood-plain, either. “Not only do we hurt the Makuraners doing that, but we loosen their hold on the westlands of Videssos, too.”


“This is a strange war,” Lysia observed.


Maniakes nodded again. Makuran held virtually all of the Videssian westlands, the great peninsula on the far side of the Cattle Crossing. All his efforts to drive them out of the westlands by going straight at them had failed. But Makuran, a landlocked power till its invasion of Videssos, had no ships to speak of. Controlling the sea had let Maniakes strike at the enemy’s heartland even if he couldn’t free his own.


He slipped an arm around Lysia’s waist. “You’re falling down on the job, you know.” She raised an eyebrow in a silent question. He explained: “The last two years, you’ve had a baby while we were on campaign in the Land of the Thousand Cities.”


She laughed so hard, she pulled free of him. He stared at her in some surprise; he hadn’t thought the small joke anywhere near that funny. Then she said, “I was going to tell you in a few more days, when I was surer, but … I think I’m expecting again.”


“Do you?” he said. Now Lysia nodded. He hugged her, shaking his head all the while. “I think we’re going to have to make the imperial residence bigger, with all the children it will be holding.”


“I think you may be right,” Lysia answered. Maniakes had a young daughter and son, Evtropia and Likarios, by his first wife, Niphone, who had died giving birth to Likarios. Lysia had borne him two boys, Symvatios and Tatoules. The one, a toddler now, was named for her father—Maniakes’ uncle—the other for Maniakes’ younger brother, who had been missing for years in the chaos that surrounded the Makuraner conquest of the westlands. Maniakes knew Tatoules almost had to be dead, and had chosen the name to remember him.


Maniakes also had a bastard son, Atalarikhos, back on the eastern island of Kalavria. His father had governed there before their clan rose up against the vicious and inept rule of the previous Avtokrator, Genesios, who had murdered his way to the throne and tried to stay on it with even more wholesale slaughter. Now Maniakes prudently mentioned neither Atalarikhos nor his mother, a yellow-haired Haloga woman named Rotrude, to Lysia.


Instead of bringing up such a sticky topic, he said, “Shall we hold a feast to celebrate the good news?”


To his surprise and disappointment, Lysia shook her head. “What would be the point? The clan stands by us, and your soldiers do, because you’ve managed to make the Makuraners thoughtful about fighting Videssians, but most of the nobles would find polite reasons to be someplace else.”


He scowled, his eyebrows coming down in a thick black line above his eyes. She was right, and he knew it, and he hated it. “The patriarch gave us a dispensation,” he growled.


“So he did,” Lysia agreed, “after you almost sailed back to Kalavria three years ago. That frightened Agathios into it. But only about half the priests acknowledge it, and far fewer than half the nobles.”


“I know what will make everyone acknowledge it,” Maniakes said grimly. Lysia half turned away from him, as if to say nothing would make people acknowledge the legitimacy of their union. But he found a magic word, one as potent as if spoken by a chorus of the most powerful mages from the Sorcerers’ Collegium: “Victory.”


Maniakes rode through the streets of Videssos the city toward the harbor of Kontoskalion on the southern side of the capital. Before him marched a dozen parasol-bearers, their bright silk canopies announcing to all who saw that the Emperor was moving through his capital. Because that thought might not fill everyone with transports of delight, around him tramped a good-sized bodyguard.


About half the men in the detachment were Videssians, the other half Halogai—mercenaries from out of the cold north. The native Videssians were little and dark and lithe, armed with swords. The Halogai, big, fair men, some of whom wore their long, pale hair in braids, carried long-handled axes that could take a head with one blow.


At the front of the procession marched a herald who shouted, “Way! Make way for the Avtokrator of the Videssians!” People on foot scrambled out of the street. People riding horses or leading donkeys either sped up or found side streets. One teamster driving a heavy wagon neither sped up nor turned. A Haloga suggested, “Let’s kill him,” to Maniakes.


He made no effort to lower his voice. Maniakes did not think he was joking: the Halogai had a very direct way of looking at the world. Evidently, the teamster didn’t think he was joking, either. All of a sudden, the wagon not only sped up but also moved onto a side street. No longer impeded, the procession moved on toward the harbor of Kontoskalion.


Maniakes rode past one of the hundreds of temples in Videssos the city dedicated to the worship of Phos. Perhaps drawn by the herald’s cries, the priest who served the temple came out to look at the Avtokrator and his companions. Like other clerics, he shaved his pate and let his beard grow full and bushy. He wore a plain wool robe, dyed blue, with a cloth-of-gold circle representing Phos’ sun sewn above his left breast.


Maniakes waved to him. Instead of waving back, the priest spat on the ground, as if rejecting Phos’ evil rival, Skotos. Some of the Videssian guardsmen snarled at him. He glared back toward them, armored in his faith and therefore unafraid. After a moment, he deliberately turned his back and went into the temple once more.


“Bastard,” one of the Videssian guards snarled. “Anybody who insults you like that, your Majesty—”


“We kill him.” Three Halogai said it together. They cared nothing for Videssian priests; they did not follow Phos, but still cleaved to the bloodthirsty gods of Halogaland. If ever a priest needed killing, they were the men to do the job.


But Maniakes said, “No, no. I can’t afford trouble with the priesthood now. Just let it go. One of these days, maybe—”


That satisfied the Halogai, whose waits for revenge could span years, even generations. Inside, though, Maniakes ached at the priest’s gesture. The half of the clergy who accepted his marriage to Lysia did so grudgingly, as if against their better judgment. The ones who rejected it as incestuous, though, did so ferociously and altogether without hesitation.


“One more reason to get to Makuran,” Maniakes muttered. Maku-raner custom saw nothing out of the ordinary about two first cousins marrying, or even uncles marrying nieces. And the Makuraners worshiped the God, not Phos; the only Videssian priests anywhere near Maniakes would be the ones he brought along for their gift of the healing art and for inspiriting the army. All of those would be men who tolerated his family arrangements, at least nominally.


Reaching the harbor was a relief. The sailors greeted him with genuine affection; they, like his soldiers, cared more that he led them to victory than that he’d married his first cousin. He had hoped the whole Empire of Videssos would come to see things the same way. It hadn’t happened yet. He was beginning to wonder if it ever would.


Most of the ships tied up to the wharfs at the harbor of Kontoskalion were beamy merchantmen that would carry his men and horses and gear to the harbor of Lyssaion, where they would disembark and begin their campaign. Almost all the war galleys that would protect the fleet of merchant vessels were moored in the Neorhesian harbor, on the northern shore of Videssos the city.


Maniakes’ flagship, the Renewal, was an exception to the rule. The Renewal was neither the biggest nor the swiftest nor the newest galley in the fleet. It was, however, the galley in which Maniakes had sailed from the island of Kalavria to Videssos the city when he rebelled against Genesios, and so had sentimental value for him. It stayed in the harbor of Kontoskalion because that was where it had first landed at the capital: sentiment again.


Thrax, the drungarios of the fleet, sprang from the deck of the Renewal to the wharf to which it was tied and hurried toward Maniakes. “Phos bless you, your Majesty,” he said. “It’s good to see you.”


“And you,” Maniakes said, wondering for what was far from the first time whether he also kept Thrax around for sentimental reasons. The drungarios looked like a sailor: he was lean and lithe, with the sun-dark skin and carved features of a man who’d lived his whole life outdoors. He was not old, but his hair and beard had gone shining silver, which gave him a truly striking aspect.


He’d captained the Renewal on the journey from Kalavria to the capital. Now he headed the whole Videssian navy. He’d never done anything to make Maniakes think giving him that post was a dreadful mistake. On the other hand, he’d never done anything to make Maniakes delighted he’d given him the post. Competent but uninspired summed him up.


As now: he said, “Your Majesty, we’ll be ready to sail on the day you appointed.” When he told you something like that, you could rely on it.


“Can we be ready five days earlier than that?” Maniakes asked. “The sooner we sail, the sooner we take the war back to Makuran.” And, he added to himself, the sooner Lysia and I can get out of Videssos the city.


Thrax frowned. “I’m not so sure about that, your Majesty. I’ve set everything up to meet the day you first asked of me. To change it would be hard, and probably not worth doing.” He hadn’t thought about speeding up, then, and didn’t want to think about it.


“See what you can do,” Maniakes told him. When Thrax knew in advance what he was supposed to do, he did it with unruffled ease. When he had to improvise, he didn’t come off so well. One thing that seemed to be missing from his makeup was any capacity for original thought.


“I’ll try, your Majesty,” he said after a moment.


“It’s not that hard,” Maniakes said encouragingly. He was used to improvising; both his campaigns in the Land of the Thousand Cities had been nothing but improvisation from beginning to end, as, for that matter, had been the campaign against Genesios that had won him the throne. He’d seen, though, that not everyone had the knack for seizing what the moment presented.


A cart rattled up the wharf to one of the merchantmen. The driver scrambled down, gave his mule a handful of raisins, and started tossing sacks of grain—or possibly beans—to the sailors, who stowed them below the deck and, with luck, out of the bilgewater.


Maniakes pointed to the carter. “You need to find out where he and all the people like him are coming from, how long they travel, how long they take to unload here, and how long to get back again. Then you need to sit down with the heads of the storehouses and see if there’s anything they can do to make things move faster. If they can load more carts at once than we’re sending, for instance—”


He broke off there, because Thrax was clutching both hands to his head as if it were about to explode like a tightly stoppered jar left too long in a cook fire. “Have mercy on my poor wits, your Majesty!” the drungarios cried. “How am I supposed to remember all that?”


“It’s not that hard,” Maniakes repeated, but, by Thrax’s tormented expression, it was indeed that hard, or maybe harder. He felt as if he were the ecumenical patriarch, trying to explain some abstruse theological point to a drunken peasant who didn’t care about theology in the first place and was more interested in pissing on his shoes.


“Everything will be ready on the day you first set me,” Thrax promised, and Maniakes believed that. Thrax heaved a martyred sigh, as the holy Kveldoulphios might have done when he discovered his fellow Halogai weren’t going to join him in converting to the worship of Phos, but were going to slay him to stop him from preaching at them. Sighing again, the drungarios went on, “And I’ll try to have things ready as far before then as I can, even if I have to turn this whole harbor all cattywumpus to do it.”


“That’s the spirit!” Maniakes slapped him on the back. “I know you’ll do what needs doing, and I know you’ll do it well.”


What a liar I’ve come to be since I donned the red boots, Maniakes thought. But a Thrax who was trying to meet the demands he’d put on him was far preferable to a Thrax who was merely … trying.


As Thrax and Maniakes walked from one wharf to the next, the drungarios did his best to be helpful. He knew what was supposed to be happening by the original schedule, and talked knowledgeably about that. He also began thinking about what he’d have to do to make that schedule move faster. Having once rejected changes out of hand, he now took the view that any cooperation he showed afterward was bound to be reckoned an improvement. He was right, too, though Maniakes did his best not to let on about that.


Once Maniakes had done everything he could to encourage the drungarios, he remounted and rode off: Thrax wasn’t the only man under whom he had to light a fire. He made a point of returning to the palace quarter by a route different from the one he’d used to go out to the harbor of Kontoskalion, not wanting to meet again the priest who had spurned him.


But it was difficult to travel more than a couple of blocks in Videssos the city without passing a temple, whether a magnificent one like the High Temple or the one dedicated to the memory of the holy Phravitas where Avtokrators and their close kin were entombed or a little building distinguishable from a house only by the spire topped by a gilded globe springing from its roof.


And so, passing by one of those temples, Maniakes found himself watched and measured by another priest, watched and measured and rejected. For a copper or two, he would have set his Haloga guards on the blue-robe this time. But, however tempting he found the notion of taking a bloody revenge, he set it aside once more. It would embroil him with the ecumenical patriarch, and he could not afford that. Being at odds with the temples would put a crimp, maybe a fatal crimp, into the war against Makuran.


And so Maniakes endured the insult. It sometimes looked as if, even if he captured Mashiz, the capital of Makuran, and brought back the head of Sharbaraz King of Kings to hang on the Milestone in the plaza of Palamas like that of a common criminal or a rebel, a good many clerics would keep on thinking him a sinner shielded from Phos’ light.


He sighed. No matter what they thought of him while he was winning wars, they’d think ten times worse if he lost—to say nothing of what would happen to the Empire if he lost. He had to go on winning, then, to give the clergy the chance to go on despising him.


Kameas the vestiarios said, “Your Majesty, supper is ready.” The eunuch’s voice lay in that nameless range between tenor and contralto. His plump cheeks were smooth; they gleamed in the lamplight. When he turned to lead Maniakes and Lysia to the dining room, he glided along like a ship running before the wind, the little quick mincing steps he took invisible under his robes.


Maniakes looked forward to meals with his kin, who were, inevitably, Lysia’s kin, as well. They didn’t condemn him for what he’d done. The only one of his close kin who had condemned him, his younger brother Parsmanios, had joined with the traitorous general Tzikas to try to slay him by magic. Parsmanios, these days, was exiled to a monastery in distant Prista, the Videssian outpost on the edge of the Pardrayan steppe that ran north from the northern shore of the Videssian Sea.


Tzikas, these days, was in Makuran. As far as Maniakes was concerned, the Makuraners were welcome to him. Maniakes presumed Tzikas was doing his best to betray Abivard, the Makuraner commander. Wherever Tzikas was, he would try to betray someone. Treason seemed in his blood.


Kameas said, “Your family will be pleased to see you, your Majesty.”


“Of course, they will,” Lysia said. “He’s the Avtokrator. They can’t start eating till he gets there.”


The vestiarios gave her a sidelong look. “You are, of course, correct, Empress, but that was not the subject of my allusion.”


“I know,” Lysia said cheerfully. “So what? A little irrelevance never hurt anyone, now did it?”


Kameas coughed and didn’t answer. His life was altogether regular—without the distraction of desire, how could it be otherwise?—and his duties required him to impose regular functioning on the Avtokrator. To him, irrelevance was a distraction at best, a nuisance at worst.


Maniakes suppressed a snort, so as not to annoy the vestiarios. He was by nature a methodical sort himself. He used to have a habit of charging ahead without fully examining consequences. Defeats at the hands of the Kubratoi and Makuraners had taught him to be more cautious. Now he relied on Lysia to keep him from getting too stodgy.


Kameas strode out ahead of him and Lysia, to announce their arrival to their relatives. Somebody in the dining room loudly clapped his hands. Maniakes turned to Lysia and said, “I’m going to give your brother a good, swift kick in the fundament, in the hope that he keeps his brains there.”


“With Rhegorios?” Lysia shook her head. “You’d probably just stir up another prank.” Maniakes sighed and nodded. Even more than Lysia—or perhaps just more openly—her brother delighted in raising ruckuses.


Rhegorios flung a roll at Maniakes as the Avtokrator walked through the doorway. Maniakes snatched it out of the air; his cousin had played such games before. “Lese majesty,” he said, and threw it back, hitting Rhegorios on the shoulder. “Send for the headsman.”


Some Avtokrators, not least among them Maniakes’ predecessor, the late, unlamented Genesios, would have meant that literally. Maniakes was joking, and obviously joking at that. Rhegorios had no hesitation in shooting back, with words this time rather than bread: “Anyone who keeps us waiting and hungry deserves whatever happens to him.”


“He’s right,” the elder Maniakes declared, glaring at his son and namesake with a scowl too ferocious to be convincing. “I’m about to waste away to a shadow.”


“A noisy, grumbling shadow,” the Avtokrator replied. His father chuckled. He was twice Maniakes Avtokrator’s age, shorter, heavier, grayer, more wrinkled: when Maniakes looked at his father; he saw, himself as he would look if he managed to stay on the throne and stay alive till he was seventy or so. The elder Maniakes, a veteran cavalry commander, also carried a mind well stocked in treacheries and deviousness of all sorts.


“It could be worse,” said Symvatios, Lysia’s father and the elder Maniakes’ younger brother. “We could all be in the Hall of the Nineteen Couches, lying on those silly things propped up on one elbow while from the elbow up our arms go numb.” He chuckled; he was both handsomer and jollier than the elder Maniakes, just as his son Rhegorios was handsomer and jollier than Maniakes Avtokrator.


“Eating reclining is a dying ceremony,” Maniakes said. “The sooner they wrap it in a shroud and bury it, the happier I’ll be.”


Kameas’ beardless face was eloquent with distress. Reproachfully, he said, “Your Majesty, you promised early in your reign to suffer long-standing usages to continue, even if they were not in all ways to your taste.”


“Suffer is just what we do when we eat in the Hall of the Nineteen Couches,” Rhegorios said. He was not shy about laughing at his own wit.


“Your Majesty, will you be gracious enough to tell your brother-in-law the Sevastos that his jests are in questionable taste?”


Using the word taste in a context that included dining was asking for trouble. The gleam in Rhegorios’ eye said he was casting about for the way to cause the most trouble he could. Before he could cause any, Maniakes forestalled him, saying to Kameas, “Esteemed sir—” Eunuchs had special honorifics reserved for them alone. “—I did indeed say that. You will—occasionally—be able to get my family and me to eat in the antique style. Whether you’ll be able to get us to enjoy it is probably another matter.”


Kameas shrugged. As far as he was concerned, that old customs were old was reason aplenty to continue them. That made some sense to Maniakes—how could you keep track of who you were if you didn’t know who your grandparents had been?—but not enough. Ritual for ritual’s sake was to him as blind in everyday life as it was in the temples.


“This evening,” Kameas said, “we have a thoroughly modern supper for you, never fear.”


He bustled out of the dining room, returning shortly with a soup full of crabmeat and octopus tentacles. The elder Maniakes lifted one of the tentacles in his spoon, examined the rows of suckers on it, and said, “I wonder what my great-grandparents, who never set foot outside Vaspurakan their whole lives long, would have said if they saw me eating a chunk of sea monster like this. Something you’d remember a long time, I’ll wager.”


“Probably so,” his brother Symvatios agreed. He devoured a length of octopus with every sign of enjoyment. “But then, I wouldn’t want to feast on some of the bits of goat innards they’d call delicacies. I could, mind you, but I wouldn’t want to.”


Rhegorios leaned toward Maniakes and whispered, “When our ancestors first left Makuran and came to Videssos the city, they probably thought you got crab soup at a whorehouse.” Maniakes snorted and kicked him under the table.


Kameas carried away the soup bowls and returned with a boiled mullet doused with fat and chopped garlic and served on a bed of leeks, parsnips, and golden carrots. When he sliced the mullet open, his cuts revealed roasted songbirds, themselves stuffed with figs, hidden in its body cavity.


A salad of lettuces and radishes followed, made piquant with crumbly white cheese, lemon juice, and olive oil. “Eat hearty, to revive your appetites,” Kameas advised.


Maniakes glanced over at Lysia. “It’s a good thing you’re not feeling any morning sickness yet.”


She gave him a dark look. “Don’t mention it. My stomach may be listening.” Actually, she’d gone through her first two pregnancies with remarkable equanimity, which, considering that she’d been on campaign through a good part of each of them, was just as well.


Mutton chops followed the salad, accompanied by a casserole of cauliflower, broccoli, cabbage, and more cheese. Candied fruit finished off the meal, along with a wine sweeter than any of those that had accompanied the earlier courses. Maniakes raised his silver goblet. “To renewal!” he said. His whole clan drank to the toast. It wasn’t merely the name he’d given his flagship, but what he hoped to accomplish for the Empire of Videssos after Genesios’ horrific misrule.


It would have been ever so much easier had the Makuraners not taken advantage of that misrule to steal most of the westlands and had the Kubratoi not come within inches of capturing and killing Maniakes a few years before. He’d since paid the Kubratoi back. Avenging himself on Makuran, though, was proving a harder fight.


The commander of the garrison on the wall of Videssos the city was a solid, careful, middle-aged fellow named Zosimos. You wanted a steady man in that job; a flighty soul subject to the vapors could do untold harm there. Zosimos filled the bill.


And so, when he came seeking an audience with the Avtokrator, Maniakes not only granted it at once but prepared himself to listen carefully to whatever the officer had to say. Nor did Zosimos waste any time in saying it: “Your Majesty, my men have spotted Kubratoi spies from the wall.”


“You’re sure of that, excellent sir?” Maniakes asked him. “They’ve been quiet since we beat them going on three years ago now. For that matter, they’re still quiet; I haven’t had any reports of raids over the border.”


Zosimos shrugged. “I don’t know anything about raids, your Majesty. What I do know is that my men have seen nomads keeping an eye on the city. They gave chase a couple of times, but the Kubratoi got away.”


Maniakes scratched his head. “That’s—peculiar, excellent sir. When the Kubratoi come down into Videssos, they come to raid.” He spoke as if setting forth a law of nature. “If they’re coming to spy and nothing more … Etzilios is up to something. But what?”


He made a sour face. The khagan of Kubrat was an unwashed barbarian. He was also a clever, treacherous, and dangerous foe. If he was up to something, it would not be something that benefited Videssos. If Etzilios was making his horsemen forgo their usual looting and robbery, he definitely had something large in mind.


“I’d better have a look at this for myself.” Maniakes nodded to Zosimos. “Take me to where the Kubratoi have been seen.”


Even a journey out to the walls of Videssos the city was inextricably intertwined with ceremony. Not only guardsmen accompanied the Avtokrator, but also the twelve parasol-bearers suitable to his rank. He had to argue with them to keep them from going up onto the wall with him and announcing his presence to whoever might be watching. Reluctantly, they admitted secrecy might serve some useful purpose.


Zosimos had taken Maniakes further south than he’d expected, most of the way down to the meadow outside the southern end of the wall that gave Videssian horse and foot a practice ground. “Are they spying on our exercises or on the city?” Maniakes asked.


“I cannot say,” Zosimos answered. “If I could see into a barbarian’s mind, I would be well on the way to barbarism myself.”


“If you don’t look into your enemy’s mind, you’ll spend a lot of time retreating from him,” Maniakes said. Zosimos stared at him, not following that at all. Maniakes sighed and shrugged and ascended the stairs to the battlements of the inner wall.


Once up on that wall and looking out beyond Videssos the city, Maniakes felt what almost all his predecessors had felt before him: that the imperial capital was invulnerable to assault. The crenelated works on which he stood were strong and thick and eight or nine times as high as a man. Towers—some square, some round, some octagonal—added still more strength and height. Beyond the inner wall was the outer one. It was lower, so that arrows from the inner walls could not only clear it and strike the foe beyond but also could rake it if by some unimaginable mischance it should fall. It, too, boasted siege towers to make it still more commanding. Beyond it, hidden from the Avtokrator’s view by its bulk, was a wide, deep ditch to hold engines away from the works.


A couple of soldiers pointed toward a stand of trees not far from the practice grounds. “That’s where we spied ’em, your Majesty,” one of them said. The other one nodded, as if to prove he hadn’t been brought before his sovereign by mistake.


Maniakes looked out toward the trees. He hadn’t expected to see anything for himself, but he did: a couple of riders in furs and leathers, mounted on horses smaller than Videssians usually rode. “We could cut them off,” he said musingly, but then shook his head. “No—they haven’t come down by themselves, surely. If we snag these two, the next bunch further north will know we have ’em, and that’s liable to set off whatever Etzilios has in mind.”


“Letting ’em find out whatever they’re after is liable to do the same thing,” one of the soldiers answered.


That, unfortunately, was true. But Maniakes said, “If Etzilios is willing to sneak around instead of coming right out and invading us, I’m willing to let him be sneaky for another year longer. The lesson we gave him three years ago has already lasted longer than I thought it would. After we settle with the Makuraners once and for all, which I hope to do this year, then I can try to show Etzilios that the lesson he got was only the smaller part of what he needs to learn.”


He’d done some learning himself, in the years since he’d taken the throne. The hardest thing he’d had to figure out was the necessity of doing one thing at a time and not trying to do too much at once. By the time he had mastered that principle, he had very little empire left from which to apply it.


Now he reminded himself not to expect too much even if he was ever free to loose the Empire’s full strength against Kubrat. No doubt, somewhere in one of the dusty archives of Videssos the city, maps a century and a half old showed the vanished roads and even more thoroughly vanished towns of the former imperial province that was presently Etzilios’ domain. But Likinios Avtokrator had loosed Videssos’ full strength against Kubrat, and all he’d got for it was the rebellion that had cost him his throne and his life.


Maniakes looked out toward the Kubratoi one last time. He wondered if any Videssian Avtokrator would ever again bring under imperial control the land the nomads had stolen. He hoped he would be the one, but had learned from painful experience that what you hoped and what you got too often differed.


“All right, they’re out there,” he said. “As long as they don’t do anything to make me notice them, I’ll pretend I don’t. For the time being, I have more important things to worry about.”


Videssos had the most talented sorcerers in the world and, in the Sorcerers’ Collegium, the finest institution dedicated to training more of the same. Maniakes had used the services of those mages many times. More often, though, he preferred to work with a wizard he’d first met in the eastern town of Opsikion.


Alvinos was the name the wizard commonly used to deal with Videssians. With Maniakes, he went by the name his mother had given: Bagdasares. He was another of the talented men of Vaspurakan who had left the mountains and valleys of that narrow country to see what he could do in the wider world of Videssos.


Since he’d kept Maniakes alive through a couple of formidable sorcerous assaults, the Avtokrator had come to acquire a good deal of respect for his abilities. Coming up to the mage, he asked, “Can you tell me what the weather on the Sailors’ Sea will be like when we travel to Lyssaion?”


“Your Majesty, I think I can,” Bagdasares answered modestly, as he had the past two years when Maniakes had asked him similar questions. He spoke Videssian with a throaty Vaspurakaner accent. Maniakes could follow the speech of his ancestors, but only haltingly; he was, to his secret annoyance, far more fluent in the Makuraner tongue.


“Good,” he said now. “When you warned of that storm last year, you might have saved the whole Empire.”


“Storms are not hard to see,” Bagdasares said, speaking with more confidence. “They are large and they are altogether natural—unless some mage with more pride than sense tries meddling with them. Weather magic is not like love magic or battle magic, where the passions of the people involved weaken the spells to uselessness. Come with me, Emperor.”


He had a small sorcerous study next to his bedchamber in the imperial residence. One wall was full of scrolls and codices; along another were jars containing many of the oddments a wizard was liable to find useful in the pursuit of his craft. The table that filled up most of the floor space in the little room looked to have been through several wars and perhaps an uprising or two; sorcery could be hard on the furniture.


“Seawater,” he muttered under his breath. “Seawater.”


Maniakes looked around. He saw nothing answering that description. “Shall I order a servant to trot down to the little palace-quarter harbor with a bucket, eminent sir?”


“What? Oh.” Alvinos Bagdasares laughed. “No, your Majesty, no need for that. I was thinking out loud. We have fresh water, and I have here—” He plucked a stoppered jar from its niche on the wall. “—sea salt, which, when mixed with that fresh water, gives an excellent simulacrum of the sea. And what is the business of magic, if not simulacra?”


Since Maniakes did not pretend to be a mage, he let Bagdasares do as he reckoned best. That, he had found, was a good recipe for successful administration of any sort: pick someone who knew what he was doing—and picking the right man was no small part of the art, either—then stand aside and let him do it.


Humming tunelessly, Bagdasares mixed up a batch of artificial seawater, then, praying as he did so, poured some of it into a low, broad silver bowl on the battered table. Then he used a sharp knife with a gold hilt to cut several roughly boat-shaped chips off an oak board. Twigs and bits of cloth gave them the semblance of rigging.


“We speak of the Sailors’ Sea,” he explained to Maniakes, “and so the ships must be shown as sailing ships, even if in literal truth they use oars, as well.”


“However you find out what I need to know,” the Avtokrator answered.


“Yes, yes.” Bagdasares forgot about him in the continued intense concentration he would need for the spell itself. He prayed, first in Videssian and then in the Vaspurakaner tongue to Vaspur the Firstborn, the first man Phos ever created. To the ear of a Videssian steeped in orthodoxy, that would have been heretical. Maniakes, at the moment, worried more about results. In the course of his troubles with the temples, his concern for the finer points of orthodoxy had worn thin.


Bagdasares went on chanting. His right hand moved in swift passes above the bowl that held the little, toylike boats. Without his touching them, they moved into a formation such as a fleet might use traveling across the sea. A wind Maniakes could not feel filled their makeshift sails and sent them smoothly from one side of the bowl to the other.


“The lord with the great and good mind shall favor us with kindly weather,” Bagdasares said.


Then, although he did not continue the incantation, the boats he had used in his magic reversed themselves and began to sail back toward the side of the bowl from which they had set out. “What does that mean?” Maniakes asked.


“Your Majesty, I do not know.” Bagdasares’ voice was low and troubled. “If I were to guess, I—”


Before he could say more, the calm water in the center of the bowl started rising, as if someone had grabbed the rim and were sloshing the artificial sea back and forth. But neither Bagdasares nor Maniakes had his hand anywhere near the polished silver bowl.


What looked like a spark that flew from two iron blades clashing together sprang into being above the little fleet, and then another. A faint mutter in the air—was that what thunder might sound like, almost infinitely attenuated?


One of the boats of the miniature fleet overturned and sank. The rest sailed on. Just before they reached the edge of the bowl, Maniakes had—or thought he had—a momentary vision of other ships, ships that looked different in a way he could not define, also on the water, though he did not think they were physically present. He blinked, and they vanished even from his perception.


“Phos!” Bagdasares exclaimed, and then, as if that did not satisfy him, he swung back to the Vaspurakaner tongue to add, “Vaspur the Firstborn!”


Maniakes sketched Phos’ sun-circle above his left breast. “What,” he asked carefully, “was that in aid of?”


“If I knew, I would tell you.” Bagdasares sounded like a man shaken to the core. “Normally, the biggest challenge a mage faces is getting enough of an answer to his question to tell him and his client what they need to know. Getting so much more than that—”


“I take it we’ll run into a storm sailing back to Videssos the city?” Maniakes said in what wasn’t really a question.


“I would say that seems likely, your Majesty,” Bagdasares agreed. “The lightning, the thunder, the waves—” He shook his head. “I wish I could tell you how to evade this fate, but I cannot.”


“What were those other ships, there at the end of the conjuration?” Maniakes asked. With the interpretation less obvious, his curiosity increased.


But Bagdasares’ bushy eyebrows came down and together in a frown. “What ‘other ships,’ your Majesty? I saw only those of my own creation.” After Maniakes, pointing to the part of the bowl where the other ships had briefly appeared, explained what he had seen, the mage whistled softly.


“What does this mean?” Maniakes asked. Then he chuckled wryly. “I have a gift for the obvious, I fear.”


“Were the answer as obvious as the question, I should be happier—and so, no doubt, would you,” Alvinos Bagdasares said. “But questions about meaning, while easy to ask, have a way of being troublesome to wrestle with.”


“Everything has a way of being troublesome,” Maniakes said irritably. “Very well. I assume you can’t tell me everything I would know. What can you tell me?”


“To meet your gift for the obvious, I would say it is obviously true my magic touched on something larger than I had intended,” Bagdasares replied. “As I said, you will have good weather sailing to Lyssaion. I would also say it is likely you will have bad weather sailing back.”


“I didn’t ask you about sailing back.”


“I know that,” Bagdasares said. “It alarms me. Most times, magic does either what you want or less, as I told you a little while ago. When it does more than you charge it with, that is a token your spell has pulled back the curtain from great events, events with a power of their own blending with the power you bring to them.”


“What can I do to keep out of this storm?” Maniakes asked.


Regretfully, Bagdasares spread his hands. “Nothing, your Majesty. It has been seen, and so it will come to pass. Phos grant that the fleet pass through it with losses as small as may be.”


“Yes,” Maniakes said in an abstracted voice. As Avtokrator of the Videssians, ruler of a great empire, he’d grown unused to the idea that some things were beyond his power. Not even the Avtokrator, though, could hope to bend wind and rain and sea to his will. Maniakes changed the subject, at least slightly: “What about those other ships I saw?”


Bagdasares looked no happier. “I do not know, so I cannot tell you. I do not know if they be friends or foes, whether they come to rescue the ships from your fleet that passed through the storm or to attack them. I do not know whether the rescue or the attack succeeds or fails.”


“Can you try to find out more than you do know?” Maniakes said.


“Aye, I can try, your Majesty,” Bagdasares said. “I will try. But I make no guarantees of success: indeed, I fear failure. I was not granted the vision, whatever it might have been. This suggests it might well have been meant for you alone, which in turn suggests reproducing, grasping, and interpreting it will be extraordinarily difficult for anyone but yourself.”


“Do what you can,” Maniakes said.


And, for the next several hours, Bagdasares did what he could. Some of his efforts were far more spectacular than the relatively uncomplicated spell Maniakes had first requested of him. Once, the chamber glowed with a pure white light for several minutes. Shadows appeared on the walls with nothing to cast them. Words in a language Maniakes did not understand came out of thin air.


“What does that mean?” he whispered to Bagdasares.


“I don’t know,” the wizard whispered back. A little while later, he gave up, saying, “Whatever lies ahead is beyond my ability to unravel now, your Majesty. Only the passing of time can reveal its fullness.”


Maniakes clenched his fists. If he’d been willing to wait for the fullness of time, he wouldn’t have asked Bagdasares to work magic. He sighed. “I know the army will get to Lyssaion without any great trouble,” he declared. “For now, I’ll cling to that. Once I get there, once I punish the Makuraners for all they’ve done to Videssos, then I’ll worry about what happens next.”


“That is the proper course, your Majesty,” Bagdasares said. His large, dark eyes, though … his eyes were full of worry.


What looked at first glance like chaos filled the harbor of Kontoskalion. Soldiers filed aboard some merchantmen; grooms and cavalrymen led unhappy, suspicious horses up the gangplanks of others. Last-minute supplies went onto still others.


“The lord with the great and good mind bless you, your Majesty, as you go about your holy work,” the ecumenical patriarch Agathios said to Maniakes, sketching Phos’ sun-sign above his heart.


“I thank you, most holy sir,” the Avtokrator answered, on the whole sincerely. Since granting the dispensation recognizing his marriage to Lysia as licit, Agathios had shown himself willing to be seen with them and to pray with them and for their success in public. A good many other clerics, including some who accepted the dispensation as within the patriarch’s power, refused to offer such open recognition of it.


“Smite the Makuraners!” Agathios suddenly shouted in a great voice. One thing Maniakes had noted about him over the years was that, while usually calm, he could work himself up to rage or down to panic with alarming speed. “Smite them!” he cried again. “For they have tried to wipe out and to pervert Phos’ holy faith in the lands they have stolen from the Empire of Videssos. Now let our vengeance against them continue.”


A good many soldiers, hearing his words, made the sun-sign themselves. Maniakes had punished the Land of the Thousand Cities for the outrages the Makuraners had visited upon the Videssian westlands, for the temples pulled down or burned, for the Vaspurakaner doctrine forcibly imposed upon Videssians who reckoned it heretical, for the priests tormented when they would not preach the Vaspurakaner heresy.


Maniakes recognized the irony there, even if he did not go out of his way to advertise it. He himself inclined toward what the Videssians called orthodoxy, but his father stubbornly clung to the doctrines so loathed in the westlands.


He’d gone out of his way to wreck shrines dedicated to the God the Makuraners worshiped. Having begun a war of religion, they were now finding out what being on the receiving end of it was like.


Agathios, fortunately for Maniakes’ peace of mind, calmed as quick as he inflamed himself. Moments after bellowing about the iniquities of the Makuraners, he said, in an ordinary tone of voice, “If the good god is kind, your Majesty, he will let you find a way to put an end to this long, hard war once and for all.”


“From your lips to Phos’ ear,” Maniakes agreed. “Nothing would make me happier than peace—provided they restore to us what they’ve stolen. And nothing would make them happier than peace—provided they keep what they took when Videssos was weak. You do see the problem, most holy sir?”


“I do indeed.” The ecumenical patriarch let out a long, sad sigh. “Would it were otherwise, your Majesty.” He looked embarrassed. “You do understand, I hope, that I speak as I do in the interest of Videssos as a whole and in the interest of peace rather than that of the temples.”


“Of course,” Maniakes answered. He’d had so much practice at diplomacy—or perhaps hypocrisy was the better word—that Agathios didn’t notice his sarcasm. Back when the fight against the Makuraners had looked as black as the gaping emptiness of the imperial treasury, he’d borrowed gold and silver vessels and candelabra, especially from the High Temple but also from the rest, and melted them down to make the gold and silver coins with which he could pay his soldiers—and with which he could also pay tribute to the Kubratoi so he could concentrate what few resources he had on fighting the Makuraners. With peace, the temples would—might—be repaid.


Thinking about the Kubratoi made him glance eastward. He was not up on the walls of Videssos the city now; he could not see the Kubrati scouts who had come down near the imperial city to see what he was doing. But he hadn’t forgotten them, either. The nomads had never before sent out spies so openly. He wondered what they had in mind. Etzilios had been very quiet in the nearly three years since he’d been trounced … till now.


While Maniakes was musing thus, Agathios raised his hands toward the sun and spat down onto the planks of the wharf to show his rejection of Skotos. “We bless thee, Phos, lord with the great and good mind,” he intoned, “by thy grace our protector, watchful beforehand that the great test of life may be decided in our favor.”


Maniakes joined him in Phos’ creed; so, again, did many of the sailors and soldiers. That creed linked worshipers of the good god in distant Kalavria, almost at the eastern edge of the world, with their coreligionists on the border with Makuran—or rather, on what had been the border with Makuran till the westerners began taking advantage of Videssos’ weaknesses after Genesios killed Likinios and his sons.


Agathios bowed low. “May good fortune go with you, your Majesty, and may you come back wreathed with fragrant clouds of victory.” Maniakes had been trained as a soldier, not as a rhetorician, but he knew a mixed metaphor when he heard one. Agathios seemed to notice nothing out of the ordinary, adding, “May the King of Kings cower like the whipped ox you have for your slaves.” And, bowing again, he departed, sublimely unaware he had left meaning behind along with Maniakes.


Thrax waved from the Renewal. Maniakes waved back and hurried down the wharf toward his flagship. His red boots, footgear reserved for the Avtokrator alone, thudded on the gangplank. “Good to have you aboard, your Majesty,” Thrax said, bowing. “Will the Empress be along soon? When everyone’s here, we don’t have anything left to hold us in the city.”


“Lysia will be along shortly,” Maniakes answered. “Do you mean to tell me Rhegorios is already aboard?”


“That he is.” Thrax pointed aft, to the cabins behind the mast. On most dromons, only the captain enjoyed the luxury of a cabin, the rest of the crew slinging their hammocks or spreading blankets on the deck when they spent one of their occasional nights at sea. A ship that habitually carried the Avtokrator, his wife, and the Sevastos, though, carried them in as much comfort as was to be found in the cramped confines of a war galley.


Maniakes knocked at the door to the cabin his cousin was using. When Rhegorios opened it, Maniakes said, “I didn’t expect you to be on board ahead of me and Lysia both.”


“Well, life is full of surprises, isn’t it, cousin your Majesty brother-in-law of mine?” Rhegorios said, stringing together with reckless abandon the titles by which he might address Maniakes. He had a habit of doing that, not least because it sometimes flustered Maniakes, which amused Rhegorios no end.


Today, though, the Avtokrator refused to rise to the bait. He said, “Lysia and I have our own reasons for wanting to be out of Videssos the city, but you’re popular here. I’d think you’d want to stay as long as you could.”


“Any fool with a big smile can be popular,” Rhegorios said with an airy wave of his hand. “It’s easy.”


“I haven’t found it so,” Maniakes answered bitterly.


“Ah, but you’re not a fool,” Rhegorios said. “That makes it harder. When a fool goes wrong, people forgive him; he isn’t doing anything they didn’t expect. But if a man with a reputation for knowing what he’s doing goes astray, they’re on him like a pack of wolves, because he’s let them down.”


Lysia boarded the Renewal then, which should have distracted Maniakes but didn’t. A great many people in Videssos the city reckoned he had gone wrong by falling in love with his cousin. The feeling would have been less powerful had it been more rational. Getting away from the capital, getting away from the priests who still resented the dispensation he’d haggled out of Agathios, was nothing but a relief.


Thrax shouted orders. Longshoremen ran out to cast off lines. Sailors nimbly coiled the ropes in snaky spirals. They stowed the gangplank behind the cabins; Maniakes felt the thud through the soles of his feet when it crashed down onto the deck planking.


A drum began to thud, setting the pace for the rowers. “Back oars!” the oarmaster shouted. The oars dug into the water. Little by little, the Renewal slid away from the wharf. Maniakes inhaled deeply, then let out a long, glad sigh. Wherever he went, and into whatever sort of battle, he would be happier than he was here.


Coming into Lyssaion was like entering another world. Here in the far southwest of the Videssian westlands, the calendar might still have said early spring, but by all other signs it was summer outside. The sun pounded down out of the sky with almost the relentless authority it held in the Land of the Thousand Cities. Only the Sailors’ Sea kept the weather hot rather than intolerable.


But even the sea here was different from the way it looked in Videssos the city. Back by the capital, the seawater was green. Off Kalavria, in the distant east, it was nearer gray. You could ride out from Kastavala over to the eastern shore, and look across an endless expanse of gray, gray ocean toward the end of the world, or whatever lay beyond vision. No ship had ever come out of the east to Kalavria. Over the years, a few ships had sailed east from the island. None of them had come back, either.


Here, now … here the water was blue. It was not the blue of the sky, the blue enamel-makers kept trying and failing to imitate in glass paste. The blue of the sea was darker, deeper, richer, till it almost approached the color of fine wine. But if, deluded, you dipped it up, you found yourself with only a cup of warm seawater.


“I wonder why that is,” Rhegorios said, having made the experiment.


“To the ice with me if I know.” Maniakes spat in rejection of Skotos, whose icy hell held the souls of sinners in eternal torment.


“Phos is a better wizard than all the mages ever born put together,” Rhegorios said, to which his cousin could only nod.


Against bright sky and rich blue sea, the walls of Lyssaion, and the buildings that showed over them, might have been cast of shining gold. They weren’t, of course; such a test of man’s cupidity could never have been built, nor survived long if by some miracle it had been. But the yellow-brown sandstone shone and sparkled in the fierce sunlight till the eye had to look away lest it be dazzled.


Till two years before, Lyssaion had been nothing but a sleepy little town that baked in the summer, mostly stayed warm through the winter, and, in times of peace, sent goods from the west and occasional crops of dates to Videssos the city. The palm trees on which the dates ripened grew both near and even within the city, as they did in the Land of the Thousand Cities. Maniakes found them absurd; they put him in mind more of outsized feather dusters than proper trees.


Lyssaion had been so unimportant in the scheme of things that the Makuraners, when they overran the Videssian westlands, hadn’t bothered giving it more than a token garrison. The thrust of their invasion had been toward the northeast, toward Videssos the city. Towns on the way to the capital lay firmly under their thumb. Other towns …


“They didn’t pay enough attention to other towns,” Maniakes said happily as his men and horses left their ships and filed into Lyssaion.


“They certainly didn’t,” Rhegorios agreed, also happily. “And now they’re paying for it.”


Looking at Lyssaion, though, Maniakes thought the Makuraners could have done little to keep him from seizing it as a base no matter how much they wanted to do exactly that. It had a stout wall to hold off enemies approaching by land, but none to keep ships from drawing near. Without ships, the place had no reason to exist. Fishing boats sailed out from it; in peacetime it enjoyed modest prosperity from its dates and as a transshipment point between Makuran and Videssos. Wall off the harbor to hold out a fleet: the town would die, the people would flee, and who would feed a garrison then?


Maniakes settled Lysia in the hypasteos’ residence, where the city governor’s wife fussed over her: between an unexpected touch of morning sickness and a touch of seasickness, she was looking wan. “I’m glad it’s only my stomach moving now,” she said, “not everything around me, too.”


Before long, she was going to be in a wagon, jouncing along toward the Land of the Thousand Cities and, Phos willing, toward Mashiz. Maniakes did not mention that. He knew Lysia knew it. How could he blame her for not wanting to think about it?


His horse, Antelope, was just as glad as his wife to get back on solid ground. The beast snorted and kicked up dirt once led off the wharf. “Can you smell where we are?” Maniakes asked, stroking the side of the horse’s nose. The wind smelled hot and dusty to him, but he didn’t have an animal’s nose. “Do you know what these smells mean?”


By the way Antelope whickered, maybe he did. Maniakes had to use his eyes. Seeing those hills—almost mountains—against the northeastern and northwestern horizon, seeing the green thread of the Xeremos River flowing through the dry desert, by Lyssaion, and into the Sailors’ Sea … all that made him remember the fights in the Land of the Thousand Cities that had forced Sharbaraz King of Kings to dance to his tune instead of the other way round. One more year of fighting there might even bring the victory that had seemed unimaginable when he took the throne from Genesios.


His army filled Lyssaion to the bursting point and even a little beyond: tents sprang up like toadstools, out beyond the city walls. He wanted to head northwest along the banks of the Xeremos straight toward enemy country, but had to wait until not just men and horses but also supplies came off his ships. Once in the Land of the Thousand Cities, they could live off the fertile countryside. On the way there, though, much of the countryside was anything but fertile.


“Phos bless you, your Majesty, on your journey against the foe,” said the local prelate, an amiable little fellow named Boinos, at supper that night. Maniakes smiled back at him; he’d never heard Please go someplace else and stop eating us out of house and home more elegantly expressed.


“I’ll take all the blessings I can get, thank you,” the Avtokrator answered. “I already think the good god is watching over us; the Makuraners could easily have tried coming down the Xeremos against Lyssaion. We’d have driven them out again, no doubt, but that might have delayed the start of the campaign, and it wouldn’t have been good for your city.” He beamed at Boinos, pleased with his own understatement.


The prelate sketched the sun-circle above his heart. So did Phakrases, the hypasteos, who looked like Boinos’ unhappy cousin. And so did the garrison commander, Zaoutzes, who, from his years in the sunbaked place, was as brown and weathered as a sailor. He said, “You know, your Majesty, I looked for something like that from them, but it never came. I kept sending scouts up the river to see if they were up to something. I never found any sign they were heading this way, though, for which I thank the lord with the great and good mind.” He signed himself again.


“Maybe they didn’t bother, knowing we could always get to the Land of the Thousand Cities by way of Erzerum if word came Lyssaion had fallen,” Rhegorios suggested.


“Forgive me, your highness, but I do not like to think of my city falling back into the hands of the misbelievers,” Phakrases said stiffly. “I do not like to think what happens in Lyssaion is important in Videssos the city only in the way it might make you change your plans, either.”


So there, Maniakes thought. Rhegorios, for once, had no quick comeback ready; perhaps he hadn’t expected the city governor to be so blunt—even if politely blunt—with him.


Lysia said, “Lyssaion is important for its own sake, and also because it is the key in the lock that, when fully opened, will set the whole Empire of Videssos free. I said the same thing when we came here two years ago, and I say it again now that it has begun to come true.”


“You are gracious, Empress,” Phakrases answered, inclining his head to her. Almost everyone in Lyssaion maintained a polite silence about the irregularities in her relationship with Maniakes, for which both she and the Avtokrator were grateful. Maybe it was that Agathios’ dispensation sufficed, out here away from the capital, in country where people were more stolid, less argumentative. Or maybe, conversely, living so close to Makuran, where marriages between cousins and even between uncles and nieces were allowed, made the folk of Lyssaion take such unions in stride. Maniakes had no intention of asking which, if either, of those interpretations was true.


Instead, he followed Zaoutzes’ thought: “What if the Makuraners are up to something, but it’s not aimed at Lyssaion?”


The garrison commander shrugged. “I have no way to know about that, your Majesty. None of my men got deep enough into the Land of the Thousand Cities to tell for certain.”


“All right,” Maniakes said. “If Sharbaraz and Abivard are up to something else, I expect we’ll find out when they turn it loose against us.” He started to add something like, We’ve stopped everything they’ve thrown at us so far, but left that unspoken. If the Videssian westlands hadn’t lain under Makuraner control, he wouldn’t have had to sail to Lyssaion to put himself in a position of being able to carry the war to the foe.


Rhegorios said, “We’ve managed to stay alive this long,” which came closer to summing up what the situation was really like. Rhegorios, as was his way, sounded cheerful. When mere survival was enough to make a man cheerful, though, the clouds overhead were dark and gloomy.


As Avtokrator of the Videssians, Maniakes could not afford to show that he was worried, lest by showing that he made his subjects worry, too, thus turning a bad situation worse. When he and Lysia were getting ready for bed, though, in the chamber Phakrases had given them, he said, “We’ve ducked so many arrows from the bows of the Makuraners, and been able to give back so few. How long can that go on?”


Lysia paused to think before she answered. As his cousin, she’d known him almost all his life. As his wife, she’d come to know him in a different, more thorough way than she had as cousin alone. At last, she said, “The Makuraners have done everything they can to Videssos, because they can’t reach the imperial city. We’re a long way from doing everything we can to them. The more we do, the sooner they’ll come to their senses and make peace.”


“Other people have said the same thing to me, ever since I got the idea of moving my army against them by sea,” he answered. “The advantage you have is that you make me believe it.”


“Good,” she said. “I’m supposed to. Isn’t that what they call wifely duty?”


He smiled. “No, that’s something else.”


She tossed her head, flipping her black curls back from her face. “That’s not a duty. Duties you endure. That—”


It was enjoyable, not least because she didn’t look on it as a duty; he thought sadly of Niphone, who had looked on it so. Afterward, he slept soundly. The next morning, the army left Lyssaion, heading northwest.










II



WHERE THE WATERS OF THE XEREMOS REACHED, ITS VALLEY was green and fertile. Where canals and underground channels in the style of those on Makuran’s western plateau could not reach, it was desert. Here and there, the locals had thrown up walls of mud brick and stone, not against human foes but to hold encroaching sand dunes at bay. Here and there, the remains of such walls sticking up through sand told of fights that had failed.


This was the second time the farmers in the valley had seen the Videssian army sally forth to attack Makuran. The first time, two years before, they’d wavered between panic and astonishment; no Avtokrator had been seen in that out-of-the-way part of the Empire for centuries, if ever. They hadn’t known whether the soldiers would plunder them of their few belongings. True, they and the soldiers owed allegiance to the same sovereign, but how often did that matter to soldiers?


Maniakes had kept his men from plundering back then, and also during the fall just past, when they’d withdrawn from the Thousand Cities by way of the Xeremos. Now the peasants waved from the fields instead of running from them.


When Maniakes remarked on that, Rhegorios said, “The farmers between the Tutub and the Tib won’t be so glad to see us.”


“The peasants in the westlands—farmers and herders alike—haven’t been glad to see the Makuraners, or to have their substance stolen, or to have to pay ruinous taxes to the King of Kings, or to have the way they worship deliberately disturbed to fuel feuds among them,” Maniakes returned.


“That’s so, every word of it, cousin your Majesty brother-in-law of mine,” Rhegorios agreed, grinning one of his impudent grins. “But it won’t make the peasants in the Land of the Thousand Cities glad to see us, no matter how true it is.”


“I don’t want them to be glad to see us,” Maniakes said. “I want them to hate us so much—I want all of Makuran to hate us so much, aye, and to fear us so much, too—that they give over their war, give back our land, and settle down inside their own proper borders. If Sharbaraz offers to do that, as far as I’m concerned he’s bloody well welcome to however many of the Thousand Cities that are left standing by then.”


He looked back over his shoulder. A good many of the wagons in the baggage train carried not fodder for the beasts or food for the men but stout ropes, fittings of iron and brass, and a large number of timbers sawn to specific lengths. The paraphernalia looked innocuous—till the engineers assembled the catapults from their component parts, which they could do much faster than most Makuraner garrison commanders realized.


The timbers that went into the siege engines were also useful in another way. Canals crisscrossed the flat floodplain between the Tutub and the Tib. To slow the Videssians, the Makuraners were not averse to opening the banks of the canals in their path and letting water flow out to turn roads and fields alike to mud. Plopped down into that mud, the timbers could make a passable way out of one that was not.


In a thoughtful voice, Rhegorios said, “I wonder what Abivard will try to do against us this year, now that he has some of the Makuraner boiler boys—” Videssian slang so named the fearsome Makuraner heavy cavalry, whose members did indeed swelter to the boiling point in the full armor that encased not only them but their horses, as well. “—to go with the infantry levies from the city garrisons.”


“I don’t know.” Maniakes suspected he looked unhappy. He was certain he felt unhappy. “We would have done better the past two years if Sharbaraz had sent a worse general against us. I first got to know Abivard more than ten years ago now, and he was good then—maybe better than he knew, since he was just starting to lead campaigns. He’s got better since.” His chuckle had a wry edge to it. “I hardly need say that, do I, since he’s the one who conquered the westlands from us?”


“This army isn’t so good as the one he used to do that,” Rhegorios said. “He hasn’t got all the heavy horse with him, only a chunk of it, with the rest in the westlands or up in Vaspurakan. And do you know what? I don’t miss the ones I won’t see, not one bit I don’t.”


“Nor I,” Maniakes agreed. They rode on in silence for a little while. Then he went on, “I wonder what Abivard thinks of me—how he plans his campaigns against me, I mean.”


“What you do—what you do that most people don’t, I mean—is that you learn from your mistakes,” his cousin answered.


“Is that so?” Maniakes said. “Then why do I keep putting up with you?”


Rhegorios mimed being wounded to the quick, so well that his horse snorted and sidestepped under him. He brought it back under control, then said, “No doubt because you recognize quality when you see it.” That wasn’t bragging, as it might have been from another man; Rhegorios, in fact, did not sound altogether serious. But the Sevastos continued in a more sober vein: “You do learn. Things that worked against you two years ago won’t work now, because you’ve seen them before.”


“I hope so,” Maniakes said. “I know I used to rush ahead too eagerly, without looking to see what was waiting for me. The Kubratoi almost killed me on account of that, not long after I took the throne.”


“But you don’t do that anymore,” Rhegorios said. “A lot of people keep on making the same mistakes over and over again. Take me, for instance: whenever I see a pretty girl, I fall in love.”


“No, you don’t,” Maniakes said. “You just want to get your hands, or something, up under her tunic. It’s not the same thing.”


“Without a doubt, you’re right, O paragon of wisdom,” Rhegorios said with a comical leer. “And how many men ever learn that?”


He was laughing as he asked the question, which did not mean it wasn’t a good one. “Eventually you get too old to care, or else your eyes get too bad to tell the pretty ones from the rest,” Maniakes replied.


“Ha! I’m going to tell my sister you said that.”


“Threatening your sovereign, are you?” Maniakes said. “That’s lese majesty, you know. I could have your tongue clapped in irons.” This time, he leered at his cousin. “And if I do, the girls won’t like you so well.”


Rhegorios stuck out the organ in question. It was easy to laugh now. The campaign was young, and nothing had yet gone wrong.


* * *


The Xeremos sprang from hilly country north and west of Lyssaion. Those same hills gave rise to the Tutub, which, with the Tib, framed the Land of the Thousand Cities. Instead of flowing southeast to the Sailors’ Sea, the Tutub ran north through the floodplain till it emptied itself in the landlocked Mylasa Sea.


Having traveled quickly up the length of the Xeremos, Maniakes’ army slowed in the rougher country that gave birth to the river. The soldiers had to string themselves out in long files to make their way along the narrow trails running through the hill country. A small force of Makuraner troops could have made life very difficult for the advancing imperials.


No such force, though, tried to block their advance. That roused Rhegorios’ suspicions. “They might have held us up here for weeks if they really set their minds to it,” he said.


“Yes, but they might have had to wait for weeks to see if we were coming,” Maniakes replied. He waved to the poor, rock-ribbed country all around. “What would they eat while they were waiting?”


Rhegorios grunted. As far as he was concerned, war meant fighting, nothing else but. He cared little for logistics. Maniakes could not make himself get excited about the details of keeping an army fed and otherwise supplied. But, whether those details were exciting or not, tending to them made the difference between campaigns that failed and those that won.


Maniakes went on, “You’d have to carry provisions not to starve in this country.” He exaggerated, but not by much. A handful of farmers plowed fields that often seemed to run nearly as much up and down as from side to side. A few herders pastured sheep on the hills. Again, because of the steepness of those hills, the blackfaced animals often looked to be grazing on a slant. A few of the trees bore nuts. That was enough to keep the small local population going. An army that didn’t carry its own supplies would have eaten the countryside empty in short order.


A couple of days into the badlands, a scout came riding back toward the Avtokrator from up the track by which the army would be moving. He shouted, “Your Majesty, I’ve found the headwaters of the Tutub!”


“Good news!” Maniakes dug in the pouch he wore on his belt, pulled out a goldpiece, and tossed it to the soldier. Grinning, the man tucked away the coin. Maniakes wondered what the soldier would have done had he known the goldpiece was minted to a standard slightly less pure than the Videssian norm. So far as Maniakes knew, nobody outside the mint suspected that; it was one way of making his scanty resources stretch further. If he ever got the chance, he intended to return to the old standard as soon as he could. Cheapening the currency was a dangerous game.


By the look on the scout’s face, he wouldn’t have minded too much. It was still one goldpiece more—well, actually, almost one goldpiece more—than he would have had otherwise.


“All downhill from now on, boys!” Maniakes called, which got a cheer from the soldiers who heard him. If that proved true of the campaign as well as the line of march, he would be well pleased. The next easy campaign he had as Avtokrator would be his first. The Makuraners, now, they’d had easy campaigns, seizing the westlands while Videssos, under the vicious and inept rule of Genesios, writhed in the throes of civil war like a snake with a broken back instead of coming together to resist them.


As the army made its way through the hill country toward the Land of the Thousand Cities, it found more and larger villages. It did not find more people in them. It found hardly any people in them at all. Scouts or herders must have brought word the Videssians were coming. If he’d had that word in good time, Maniakes would have fled before his army, too.


He ordered the villages burned. He sent cavalry squadrons out to either side of his line of march, with orders to burn the more distant villages, too. Since he’d begun campaigning in Makuran, he’d done his best to make the enemy feel the war as sharply as he could. Sooner or later, he reasoned, either Sharbaraz would get sick of seeing his land destroyed or his subjects would get sick of it and revolt against the King of Kings.


The only trouble was, it hadn’t happened yet.


Almost imperceptibly, the hills leveled out toward the flat, canal-pierced, muddy soil of the floodplain between the Tutub and the Tib. Peering north and west, Maniakes could see a long, long way. The nearest of the Thousand Cities, Qostabash, lay ahead.


He’d bypassed Qostabash the autumn before. He’d been retreating then, with Abivard’s army harrying him as he went. He hadn’t enjoyed the luxury of a few days’ time in which to stop and sack the place. He promised himself it would be different now.


Qostabash, like a lot of the Thousand Cities, stuck up from the smooth land all around it like a pimple sticking up from the smooth skin of a woman’s cheek. It hadn’t been built where it was for the sake of the hillock on which it perched. When it was first built, that hillock hadn’t been there. But the Thousand Cities were old, old. They’d sprung up between the Tutub and the Tib before Videssos the city was a city, perhaps before it was even a village. Over the long stretch of years, their own rubble—collapsed walls and houses and buildings of mud brick, along with centuries of slops and garbage—had made a hill where none had been before.


Their walls were still brick, though now mostly of fired brick, the better to resist siege engines. Better resistance was not the same as good resistance. Maniakes looked toward Qostabash the way a hungry hound was liable to look toward a butcher’s shop.


But, as he approached, he discovered the town was not so defenseless as he had hoped. Its walls had not improved since the year before. But having an army between it and the Videssians did make it harder to seize.


“Well, well,” Maniakes said. “Isn’t that interesting?” Interesting was not the word he had in mind, but it was a word he could bring out without blistering everyone within earshot.


“They are getting better at reacting to us, aren’t they?” Rhegorios said. “Year before last, they let us get halfway across the flood-plain to Mashiz before they did anything much against us, and last year we got to have some fun when we came down from Erzerum, too. Not this time, though.”


“No.” Maniakes squinted, trying to sharpen his eyesight. The Makuraners were still too far away for him to be sure, but—“That’s a good-sized force they have there.”


“So it is,” Rhegorios agreed. “They can afford to feed a good-sized force here a lot more easily than they could in the hill country.” Maybe he’d been paying attention to logistics after all. He glanced toward Maniakes. “Do we try to go through them or around them?”


“I don’t know yet,” Maniakes answered. Hearing those words pass his lips was a sign of how far he’d come since the ecumenical patriarch had proclaimed him Avtokrator of the Videssians. He didn’t charge ahead without weighing consequences, as he had only a few years before. “Let’s see what the scouts have to say. When I know what’s in front of me, I’ll have a better chance of making the right choice.”


Off rode the scouts, down toward the waiting Makuraner army. The rest of the Videssian force followed the outriders.


Maniakes wished he had some better way than eyes alone of looking at the enemy army. His eyes didn’t tell him so much as he would have wished, and he didn’t altogether trust what they did tell him. But magic and war did not mix; the passions war engendered made sorcery unreliable. And so he waited for the scouts. He knew more than a little relief when one of them came riding back and said, “Your Majesty, it looks to be mostly an infantry army. They have some horsemen—a few rode out to skirmish with us and hold us away from the foot soldiers—but no sign of the boiler boys from the field army.”


“I thought I saw the same thing from here,” Maniakes said. “I wasn’t sure I believed it. No boiler boys, eh? Isn’t that interesting?” Now he’d used it twice when he meant something else. “Where is the heavy cavalry, then? Abivard’s gone and done something sneaky with it. I don’t like that.” He didn’t like it at all. Not knowing where your enemy’s best troops were made you look over your shoulder all the time.


He looked over his shoulder now. No force of heavy Makuraner cavalry came thundering out of the hills behind him. Had they been there, he would have discovered them.


Rhegorios rode up to hear what the scout had to say. He tossed his head. “Well, cousin your Majesty brother-in-law of mine, I’ll ask you the same question again: what do we do now?”


“If you were Abivard, what would you do with the field army?” Maniakes replied, answering question with question.


“If I were Abivard,” Rhegorios said slowly, thinking as he spoke, “I wouldn’t know whether we were coming up from Lyssaion or down from Erzerum. I would know I could move a cavalry force faster than I could a bunch of foot soldiers. I could use infantry to slow down those cursed Videssians—” He grinned at Maniakes. “—as soon as they got into the Land of the Thousand Cities, while I stayed back somewhere in the middle of the country so I could get to wherever I was going in a hurry.”


“Yes, that makes good sense,” Maniakes said, and then, after a moment’s reflection, “in fact, it makes better sense than anything I’d thought of myself. It tells me what needs doing, too.”


“That’s good,” his cousin said. “What does need doing?”


Maniakes spoke with decision, pointing ahead toward the drawn-up Makuraner army. “I don’t want to get bogged down fighting foot soldiers. If I do, I won’t be able to maneuver the way I’d want to when Abivard comes after me. I want to beat the real Makuraner army, break past it, and strike for Mashiz. Abivard kept me from doing that last year. I don’t aim to let him keep me from doing it again.”


“Been a good many years since an Avtokrator of the Videssians sacked Mashiz,” Rhegorios agreed in dreamy tones. Then he turned practical once more: “So you won’t want to engage these fellows or to attack Qostabash, then? We’ll get around them and look for more rewarding targets?”


“That’s the idea,” Maniakes said. “Foot soldiers have trouble engaging us unless we choose to let ’em. I don’t choose that here. Let them chase us. If they get out of line doing it, we double back and punish them. If they don’t, we leave them eating our dust.”


Horns relayed his commands to the Videssian horsemen. In line of battle, they rode past the Makuraner army at a distance of about half a mile. That was plenty close to let his men hear the enemy shouting at them and probably calling them a pack of cowards for not coming closer and fighting.


To give the Makuraners something to yell about, he sent a few squadrons of scouts close enough to ply the mostly unarmored infantry with arrows. The enemy shot back. They put a lot more arrows in the air than had his scouts, but to less effect: they were aiming at small, armored moving targets. A couple of horses went down and one scout pitched from the saddle with an arrow in the face, but the Videssians gave better than they got.


The Makuraners also tried to use their small force of cavalry to slow down the Videssians so their infantry could move forward and come to close quarters with them. Had the force been larger, that might have worked. As things were, the Videssians used horse archers and javelin men to send their foes reeling back in retreat.


“Keep moving!” Maniakes called to his men after the Makuraner horse recoiled back onto their foot for protection. “We’ll pick the field. They can’t make us do it against our will.”


He’d grown used to raising a cheer from the army on going into battle. Raising a cheer on escaping battle was something else again, and almost a harking back to the bad old days when the Videssians had fled the Makuraners for no better reason than that they were Makuraners. But the resemblance to those bad old days was only superficial. His men could have attacked the Makuraners had he given them the order. He thought they would have beaten the foe. But an army of foot soldiers was not the foe he wanted to beat, not the foe he needed to beat. He wanted Abivard’s men, the best the King of Kings could throw against him. No lesser force deserved his notice.


He and his horsemen rode wide around Qostabash. On the walls of the city, more Makuraners watched. Maybe they, too, were foot soldiers. Maybe they were ordinary townsfolk imitating foot soldiers. The men of the Thousand Cities used all sorts of tricks to try to keep him from testing their inadequate walls. If this was a trick, it would work. He couldn’t afford to assail Qostabash, not with that infantry army close on his heels.


On and on the Videssians went, now walking their horses, now trotting them. Maniakes dropped back to the rear guard and peered behind them. Their pursuers had dropped out of sight. He nodded to himself, well enough pleased.


When evening came, the army camped on irrigated land not far from the Tutub. The only enemies close by were mosquitoes and gnats, and they were impartial foes to all mankind. Maniakes looked east, back toward Videssos. No help would reach him from that direction, not with the Makuraners controlling the westlands. Messengers might be able to come up from Lyssaion in case of need, but the need would have to be urgent for them to risk capture by the men of Makuran. He had trouble imagining a need so urgent.


He walked over to the wagon in which Lysia had ridden. “Here we are, altogether surrounded by the foe,” he said with a melodramatic wave and an even more melodramatic pause. The pause over, he added, “Isn’t it wonderful?”


Lysia laughed, understanding him perfectly. “It certainly is,” she said.


The Makuraners wasted no time in trying to make his life difficult. When the army began to move the next morning, it soon encountered flooded fields that came from broken canals. He faced the problem with equanimity: they’d done the same thing each of the past two years. He had enough timbers along to corduroy a road to drier ground, at which point his engineers picked up the timbers and stowed them again. Sooner or later, those infantrymen would try to follow in his footsteps. They’d have a slow, wet, muddy time of it.


Up ahead, seemingly secure on its hillock, squatted one of the Thousand Cities. No large Makuraner army lurked nearby now. Maniakes pointed to the town, whose name he did not know. “We’ll take it,” he said.


With practiced efficiency, engineers and soldiers went to work. The muddy timbers that had let the Videssian army make its way through muck now were reassembled as frames for catapults and rams. The catapults began lobbing big pots filled with pitch and other inflammable substances into the town. The engineers used oil-soaked rags as wicks for the pots. Before long, columns of smoke rose from burning roofs and awnings and boards inside the city.


Anywhere else, the catapults would also have flung heavy stones at the wall. In the land between the Tutub and the Tib, heavy stones were hard to come by. Forcing breaches, then, was the work of the rams. Under leather-covered wooden frames, they inched up the slope of the artificial hillock toward the city. The defenders on the wall shouted defiance at them and shot at the men who carried the frames and would swing the rams.


Anywhere else, the defenders would have dropped heavy stones down onto the frames, trying to break them and either render the rams useless or at least tear openings through which the boiling water and red-hot sand they poured down onto the attackers could find their way. Again, though, heavy stones were few and far between in the Land of the Thousand Cities.


Videssian archers filled the air with shafts, doing their best to keep the men of the city garrison from interfering with the rams. Thud! The pointed iron tip of one of them slammed into the wall. Maniakes was standing just out of bowshot from the foes. The ground quivered beneath his feet, as if at a small earthquake. Thud! Another blow, another little tremor transmitted up through the soles of his shoes.


Thud! That one was smaller still. Off on the other side of the city, halfway round the circuit of the walls, another ram had gone into action. Now the defenders would have two things to worry about at the same time. Maniakes wondered which ram would first make the wall give way.


It proved to be the closer one. With a rumble that seemed almost like a tired sigh, some of the brick masonry came tumbling down. Through it, the screams of the defenders who came tumbling down with the wall rang high and shrill. Videssians rushed into the breach.


Surviving city garrison men met them and, for some little while, fought fiercely enough to hold them in check. But the city garrison was small, and its men neither well trained nor well armed. When a couple of its officers fell, the men began to lose heart. A few of them fell back from the breach, and then a few more. That could not go on long, not if they intended to hold back their enemies. And then, with cries of “Phos with us!” the Videssians began jumping down into the city. The defense was over. The sack had begun.


A captain asked Maniakes, “The usual rules, your Majesty?”


“Aye, the usual, Immodios,” he answered. “Wreck the town, men may plunder and burn as they like, but no attacks against anyone who doesn’t attack first, no murdering women and children for the sport of it. Any shrine to the Makuraner God you find, tear it down.”


“As you say, your Majesty.” Immodios saluted, right fist over his heart, then hurried off to spread the news.


As methodically as they had breached the wall, the Videssians went about the business of knocking down the city. A couple of the blue-robed priests who had accompanied the army urged them on, shouting, “Phos will bless you for the vengeance you inflict on his foes and the false god they worship.”


Maniakes listened to that fiery talk with some regret, but made no effort to stop it. The Makuraners had turned the war into a religious struggle, not only by wrecking Phos’ temples all over the westlands but also by forcing the people in the lands they occupied to follow Vaspurakaner usages rather than Videssian orthodoxy. Calling the counterattack a holy war made his men fight harder than they would have otherwise.


Eventually, the Avtokrator supposed, peace might come to Videssos and Makuran. The bitterness of the war they were fighting now would not make that peace any easier to find. Maniakes knew that. But he also knew he did not want peace to come to Videssos if it was dictated by Sharbaraz King of Kings.


With the garrison overcome, the Videssians threw open the gates and let people stream out of the city and down toward the flood-plain. After a while, they would probably come back and start rebuilding. By then, of course, the rubble left from the sack would raise the artificial hillock on which the city stood another palm’s breadth or so, making it that much harder for the next Videssian Avtokrator who campaigned here, ten years from now, or fifty, or five hundred, to take the place.


Well, Maniakes thought, that will be for my successor to worry about, not me. My job is to make sure I have a successor who one day will be in a position to worry about it.


Lysia came up to him when the sack was nearly over. Much as he loved her, he would sooner not have seen her at that moment. He knew what she was going to say. Sure enough, she said it: “I pray the lord with the great and good mind will forgive our soldiers for what they’re doing to the women here. War is a filthy business.”


“War is a filthy business,” Maniakes agreed. “This one was forced upon us.”


“I know,” Lysia said; they had this argument whenever one of the Thousand Cities fell. “That doesn’t mean we have to make it filthier.”


Maniakes shrugged. “If they’d surrendered instead of trying to fight, they could have all left undisturbed; you know I would have let them do that. But they chose to make a fight of it. Once they did, that changed the rules and what the soldiers expected. Next time—”


“Phos forbid a next time,” Lysia broke in, sketching the sun-circle above her left breast. “I’ve heard too many stories about all the horrid things the Makuraners did when they took our cities in the westlands; I don’t want them telling horrid stories about us.”


“I wish there were no need for them to tell horrid stories about us,” Maniakes answered. “That’s not quite the same thing, though. They’ve made themselves frightful to us. If we make ourselves frightful to them in return, sooner or later they’ll get the idea that they can’t afford to fight us anymore. That’s what I’m after.”
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