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369-370 M.E.

From her seat on the back veranda, Elwyn looked out over the formal garden. The box hedges rustled slightly in the cold breeze, and the pond reflected the gray December sky. Past the roses, under the allée of birches, Paulinius walked with his cousin Maurus, and the two of them seemed engrossed in their conversation. 

Not like Elwyn, who barely pretended to listen to Maurus’s wife, Gloriana. The couple had never visited the Villa Serenissima before, and Gloriana was trying to make up for their past neglect by praising everything about the estate with transparently false enthusiasm. 

“Oh, look at those birch trees,” the girl said. “Did you plant them?” 

The trees were over sixty feet high. “How old does she think I am?” wondered Elwyn, and she made a mental note to tell Paulinius about that later so they could share a laugh over it. 

She smiled and said she was pretty sure that Paulinius’s grandparents had done most of the landscaping. 

Elwyn also kept an eye on her son, bundled up in a stubby fur cloak, while he pushed his little wooden knights and horses up and down the gravel path. 

When Gloriana noticed where Elwyn’s attention had drifted, she let out a squeal and said, “Oh, he’s such a darling little boy. He’s 2, yes?” 

“Three,” Elwyn said. 

“And...I suppose you named him ‘Gaius’ after Paulinius’s father, the senator.” 

“His name is Julius. Paulinius and I liked the sound of it.” 

“Your new one is a boy, too, yes?” 

Elwyn, starting to enjoy this, fought the urge to smile. “She’s a girl. And her name is Emilia.” 

“Oh, what a lovely name! Is it Myrcian? From someone on your side of the family?” 

“No, it’s Immani,” Elwyn assured her. “It’s another name we, er...liked the...sound of.” 

Her voice trailed off as she saw Paulinius and Maurus shake hands and slap each other on the back. What in Finster’s name were those two doing? Why was Maurus even here? Not for the first time since lunch, she longed to be walking around the garden with them, rather than sitting up here having tea with Gloriana. 

Paulinius and Maurus emerged from under the trees and headed up the central path, straight toward the veranda. Both of them looked quite pleased about something. Paulinius picked up little Julius, almost without breaking stride, and Maurus chuckled and made faces for the boy’s benefit. 

Elwyn offered the men some tea, but to her surprise, Maurus announced that he and Gloriana had to be leaving. 

“It has been wonderful to finally visit this charming home,” he said, with a low bow. “I really do wish we could stay longer.” 

The ladies rose together, and Gloriana turned to Elwyn. “I suppose we’ll see you tonight at the Nelicuses’ big Winter Solstice party, won’t we?” 

Elwyn’s face grew warm. Paulinius’s cheeks went slightly pink. Maurus turned a much deeper shade of scarlet, though his wife didn’t seem to understand what she had said wrong. 

“No, I’m afraid we won’t be there,” Elwyn said. “We’re such homebodies, aren’t we dear?” 

“Indeed,” said Paulinius, recovering his poise quickly. “And we’ve got quite a lot we need to talk about tonight.” He gave his cousin a significant glance, and Maurus nodded. 

Everyone said their final farewells, and then Maurus and Gloriana left. As they headed down the steps in the direction of the front drive, Maurus turned to his wife, and Elwyn caught his words, low and angry, “What the fuck were you thinking, mentioning the Nelicuses’ party to them?” 

The old familiar feeling of shame washed over Elwyn like a wave of nausea. All her interest in finding out what the men had been talking about vanished, and she wanted to crawl into a hole in the ground. 

A welcome distraction appeared in the form of Daphna the wetnurse, carrying little Emilia, who had come to collect Julius so he could have his nap. Paulinius and Elwyn kissed both children, and Elwyn, who was not usually a very demonstrative mother, squeezed Julius so hard that he squirmed and fussed. 

When the children and the nurse were gone, both Elwyn and Paulinius tried to speak. 

“You first,” Elwyn said, after a pause. 

“Not at all. I insist.” 

She felt very anxious, and although she knew exactly what he would say, she needed to hear him say it. In a small voice, she asked, “You don’t mind that we didn’t get invited to the party, do you?” 

“Not at all.” He smiled and put an arm around her. “It conflicts with all the other parties we’re not going to.” 

“Yes,” she said, hugging his arm tightly. “Although, we do have Grigory’s retirement party in a few days, so we’re not entirely social lepers, just mostly. This snub, though, is more than your family being assholes to us. This one is my fault, specifically. Because, well...you know. Back in Teperum, before you and I met....” 

He kissed the top of her head. “It’s not your fault that Olivius Nelicus is still holding a grudge six years later. He’s probably angry that he’s never been able to pleasure his wife the way you did.” 

Elwyn let out a wet snort of laughter and dabbed her eyes on the edge of her wool cloak. Paulinius wiped away the remainder of the tears with his thumbs, and then he gave her a long, slow kiss. 

When they stepped apart again, he smiled and said, “Cheer up, now. You haven’t even heard my news yet. Maurus wasn’t here to rub it in our faces that he’s going to the Nelicuses’ party. He was here to offer me a job!” 

“A job?” Elwyn tried not to let her doubts show too clearly on her face. She turned back to the table and busied herself with getting him a cup of tea so he wouldn’t notice. “You mean he needs something translated?” 

“No! This isn’t some piddly little translation job for a Denarius a page. This is a real position with the Foreign Ministry—an appointment from the Emperor, approved by the senate. The whole deal.” 

Elwyn handed him the tea. “This is really something Maurus can arrange?” 

“It’s already arranged,” said Paulinius. “I simply need to go into the city tomorrow, and I can pick up my commission.” He took a glazed pastry and chewed it thoughtfully. “I wonder if my father is behind this.” 

It was always possible that Paulinius’s family had decided to forgive them now, after five years, but Elwyn was dubious. More than that, she was suspicious. But again, she tried not to ruin Paulinius’s moment—he seemed very excited about this. 

“So, what is the job, exactly?” she asked, smiling as she poured herself more tea. 

“Well, it’s a long story, and Maurus didn’t have all the details yet, but there’s a succession crisis going on in the Kingdom of Lavaria, and the ministry wants someone to go out there and negotiate a settlement. The Lavarians think we Immani will be neutral somehow.” 

“Lavaria is a very long way away,” said Elwyn. 

She didn’t try to make a guess as to how far—she had barely even heard of the place, and had only a vague notion of where to find it on a map. She wondered why the Empire would send someone from the capital, practically on the other side of the world, when they could have dispatched a diplomat from one of the eastern provinces, which were much closer. But there was another objection, and one much more important, in her estimation. 

“Paulinius, you’ll be gone for months and months. Maybe years.” The thought of being left here without him was almost unbearable. 

He nodded, suddenly solemn, as if he was thinking the exact same thing. Then his smile returned. “Listen, I’ve got a solution: we can all go together! You, me, Julius, and Emilia. Oh, and Daphna, too, I suppose.” 

“All of us?” Elwyn couldn’t help laughing. “Paulinius, that’s utterly mad!” 

“No, not at all. It’ll be perfect. Think of it!” He paced up and down the veranda, gesturing widely with both hands, heedless of the tea sloshing out of his cup. “Remember when we were first married? That trip from Teperum to here? Remember how fun that was? Well, this will be even better. Why, we barely ever leave the house. Don’t you think it’s time we get out and do something exciting again?” 

He had a point. They almost never went hunting anymore, even though they both loved going up into the Albinine Hills and stalking deer. Elwyn hadn’t been into the city for months now—not since her last visit to her physician after Emilia was born. She hardly went anywhere. Yes, the Villa Serenissima was a beautiful house, and the estate was calm, tranquil, and surprisingly private for being so close to the capital. But it was rather dull sometimes. 

Frankly, Elwyn hadn’t minded the dullness. At least not until right now, when she saw Paulinius wanted something more. So she smiled and kissed him, and she said, “You’re right. Let’s all go together.” 

They went up to the nursery, where they found Daphna sitting with baby Emilia in the huge, battered old rocking chair in a sunny spot by the bay window, while Julius napped in a shady nook under shelves full of toys. 

In a low whisper, Paulinius told the nurse about his new job, and asked if she would be willing to travel out east with the family. 

“Out east?” hissed Daphna. “You mean out to Shangia and places like that?” 

“Not quite that far,” he said. “But that’s the right general direction, yes.” 

She scowled and looked down at the baby napping in her arms. “I’ve never much liked foreigners, my lord.” 

Elwyn chuckled. “Possibly you’re forgetting that I’m a foreigner.” 

Daphna looked affronted. “Begging your pardon, my lady, but you’re not really a foreigner. You’re Immani in all the ways that count. And besides, you’re a princess.” 

“Former princess,” Elwyn corrected her gently. 

“Stuff and nonsense,” said Daphna. “Once a princess, always a princess.” 

Elwyn was going to point out that it didn’t work that way, but Paulinius intervened to get the conversation back on course, and after repeated entreaties and the promise of a raise, he finally got Daphna to agree to come with them. 

They were all speaking very softly, so as not to wake Emilia, but the sound of their voices woke Julius, instead, and he trundled over in his blue nightshirt, trailing a much-loved toy dragon behind him by its wing. 

Paulinius scooped him up with the dragon and asked, “How would you like to take a long, long journey to a whole new country, far away from here?” 

The boy frowned. “Do I have to?” 

“We’ll all be together,” Elwyn said. “Mama and Papa and Emilia and Daphna. You can bring the dragon, too, if you like.” 

“Can’t we all be together here?” Julius asked. 

“There you are,” grumbled Daphna. “The boy has more sense than his parents.” 

She was probably right, but there was no going back now. 

“We’ll all have so much fun,” Elwyn assured her son. 

“You’ll love it,” Paulinius said, beaming as he looked at each of them in turn. “This will be marvelous, and years from now, we’ll talk about how this was the best choice we ever made. Mark my words.” 
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“The Emperor of the Immani, Tullius Papirius Ursicanus, and his Empress, Vita Rufina Ursicana.”

Everyone in the grand foyer of the Imperial University’s library stopped. The echoing cacophony of conversations bouncing from the marble floor to the glass ceiling ceased. Everyone bowed. Tullius stood erect in a red and gold army uniform, trying to seem above it all, which, at this point in his life, he usually was. He had his beautiful wife on his arm, and although she found university functions more interesting than he did, he did not mind being here tonight. And once he said a few, kind words, he would be able to enjoy himself quietly with some friends, and allow Vita to enjoy her spotlight.

Tullius nodded to the herald who had announced them, and then stepped onto a small dais, where the acoustics would allow all in attendance to hear him.

“Welcome everyone to this celebration of an illustrious academic career. Two decades ago, Grigory Sobol came to the Immani Empire, and my magnificent wife told the Imperial University in Presidium they would be mad not to hire him. As is always the case, she proved correct. And I could not be more pleased that, as a member of the board, she convinced Professor Sobol to spend one final semester teaching at the Imperial University here in Albus Magnus before his well-deserved retirement. He has honored us all, and his contributions in the field of engineering will be felt for generations to come.” He paused and looked around. “If someone could supply me with a glass of wine....”

A waiter rushed to him with a tray of drinks. Tullius picked up two, handing one to Vita, who stood again at his side in a stunning dress of crimson, white, and black—the university’s colors. 

“To Grigory Sobol ,” he said, raising his glass. “Loshadnarod’s loss was our great gain. May your retirement bring you joy.”

Everyone lifted their glasses, and there was a smattering of “hear, hear,” and “to Grigory” toasts. Tullius had spotted the man in question about halfway through his speech. The Loshadnarodski was still tall and strongly built, his blond hair faded, but his pale cheeks still able to blush when complemented. He was as modest and kind as he was brilliant, and Tullius was pleased that a few hundred people had made it here tonight to honor his remarkable career.

And now that Tullius had done his duty, he could leave Vita and Grigory to manage the company. As he drained his wine, he spotted Presley Kemp and Elwyn Severa lingering near the sort of corner where he had envisioned spending the evening. They were his two favorite Myrcian exiles in the Empire, so Tullius waved to the crowd, pretended he didn’t see a couple senators trying to get his attention, and headed to join his friends.

“Nicely said,” Presley nodded, his curls still playing across his forehead as they had when Tullius met him decades ago. The curls were more gray than dark brown now, but Tullius supposed the same could be said of his own hair.

“Thank you,” answered Tullius. “Saying kind words about Grigory is not difficult in the least.”

“Which makes him entirely different from Elwyn’s in-laws, who can’t say nice things about anyone.” Presley looked at Elwyn out of the corner of his eye and a mischievous grin spread across his face.

Elwyn grimaced. “Don’t get me started again. Tullius doesn’t need to hear what a... cow Gloriana is, I’m sure.”

Tullius knew Elwyn well enough to realize she had shown remarkable restraint not calling her sister-in-law a “cunt.” And he knew Gloriana well enough to believe she deserved the epithet. No need to ruin a pleasant evening, though, with talk of Gloriana Severa.

Soon they were tucked away in a shadowy alcove with two small sofas of crimson silk. Tullius lounged on one while Presley and Elwyn took the other. Luckily, a waiter spotted them going back there and provided them with another glass each.

“So,” Elwyn began, settling back, “Presley, are you both really retired now? Completely? No more odd jobs?”

“Our life of leisure starts tomorrow.” He raised his glass. “Or at least once Grigory and I get back to Presidium.”

Tullius felt happy for the pair, although he believed Presley’s declaration not at all. Presley had technically been retired for years already, but as Elwyn pointed out, he had a habit of picking up jobs, from helping her brother win back and secure his throne in Myrcia, to working with Vita and some sorcerers to set up a bank and spy operation. His mind remained sharp, and his vigor had not left him, so why shouldn’t he work? And although he knew he ought not, Tullius couldn’t help but wonder if that vigor still translated to the bedroom. 

Many years ago, when Presley and Grigory had been forced apart and Tullius first met Presley, they had engaged in a delightful affair in Terminium. At the time, Tullius had just been the ne’er do well son of the emperor, building an ostentatious house. Presley had been on a diplomatic mission that led to Elwyn’s father marrying her stepmother, Rohesia. Presley had overwhelmed Tullius with his intelligence, slim frame, and sad eyes. He was still intelligent and slim, but Grigory had chased away the sad eyes. As foreigners, Presley and Grigory eschewed Immani sexual customs, and were committedly monogamous to each other. A shame. Tullius would have delighted in Presley as an orgy partner, but he was more happy for the two men than disappointed for himself.

“I think we’ve lost him,” Elwyn said with a snort.

Only then did Tullius realize his mind had wandered so far. “Apologies. I was thinking about Terminium. Presley, you and Grigory ought to come out there with us.”

Presley shifted, surprised by the invitation. Which stood to reason, as Tullius had surprised himself by bringing it up now, instead of waiting for Grigory to be present as he had planned.

“That’s a nice offer, but Grigory and I are planning to head back to Presidium in about a week.”

“And at about the same time, the court will be heading to Terminium. You and Grigory should travel with us, since we’ll be heading in the same direction for a large part of the trip. It will give me a chance to convince you to continue on with us.”

Presley’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you want us to come?”

“The pleasure of your company,” Tullius lied, as he already had plans for Presley’s unique qualifications. He had several tasks for Presley out in the provincial capital, if he could convince the man to go. “And you know the baths there are excellent. They will be wonderful for Grigory’s arthritis.” This, of course, was true, and Tullius had no shame in using Presley’s desire to help Grigory to his own advantage. “You are both retired now. Enjoy the freedom to travel spontaneously.” 

“You should go,” Elwyn chimed in. “There will probably still be snow in Terminium when you get there.”

Tullius knew that as Myrcians who had grown up with strong snowfalls every winter, they missed a good blanket of snow while living in Presidium and Albus Magnus, both cities close to seas with mild winters. And Grigory, from Loshadnarod, had been born in a land with more winter than any other season. Tullius should have thought of the argument himself. What a delight that Elwyn was helping him without even meaning to.

“I don’t believe that’s your only reason,” Presley answered, giving Tullius a skeptical side eye. “But I will ask Grigory what he thinks.”

“Ask me what?” Grigory slipped into the alcove, followed by all their significant others. Grigory grinned broadly, a half empty wineglass in one hand. If Tullius had to guess, that wasn’t close to his first glass, and the quiet, responsible man, was thoroughly enjoying his retirement party.

Presley explained the scheme to Grigory, as Vita snuggled up against Tullius, and Paulinius moved behind Elwyn and kissed the top of her head. Along the way, Elwyn added her enthusiasm to Presley’s explanation. Tullius sat quietly, watching. Perhaps his influence would be required. Perhaps not.

Vita’s lips brushed Tullius’s ear. “What are you planning?” she whispered through her smile.

“I’m still working on it. You know, if A then B, but if not, C then D.”

“The poor boys deserve to retire in peace, you know.”

He hummed a little chuckle. Vita had been referring to Presley and Grigory as “the boys” since they had arrived in the Empire, fleeing the Myrcia-Loshadnarod War and prejudice against their love. She had still been referring to them as such when they helped her overthrow the previous emperor and place him on the throne. She and Tullius both had deep and true love and respect for Presley and Grigory. Including an abiding respect for their talents, which Tullius would hate to see wasted on a conventional, sedate retirement.

Tullius kissed his wife on the cheek. She smelled of rose water and wine. He would need to get her away from here and out of her sleek dress soon. “They would never thank me if I let that happen.”

“I cannot believe the two of you are conspiring right in front of us,” Presley’s voice cut into Tullius’s pleasant thoughts of his magnificent wife.

“You have spent too much time with Faustinus,” Tullius answered, referencing their good friend and scheming sorcerer. “He makes one suspect everything and everyone.”

“Himself most of all, if you know him. Much like you, I have to say.”

“Presley, that is unkind,” Grigory said, but with a sweet smile, pulling a chair over next to Presley. “We’ve been invited to travel with the emperor. It will be lovely. And the baths in Terminium sound pleasant. You know we have been discussing going to Teperum for the same reason.”

But Presley still looked skeptical. “The whole court is going. The city will be packed.”

Tullius laughed out loud, something he rarely found occasion to do. “I know it has been many years, but surely you remember the size of my villa. You are both staying with me.”

“Rohesia always said how much she loved Terminium,” Elwyn said with a melancholy frown. “Imagine how happy she will be to get a letter from you sent from Tullius’s villa.”

Presley finally sighed and sank back into his sofa. “If I’m outvoted, I suppose I will go.” But then his glare turned to Tullius. “But everyone should understand that Grigory and I are both retired now. No more plotting, planning, building, or anything else of the sort.”

“I have no idea why you feel the need to give me such a look when you say that. But, of course, I will not forget. Do you not know it is rude, even treasonous, to doubt your emperor?”

“I know my sciatica is bothering me,” answered Presley. “And I need to go home and repack for my new destination and write letters so my household in Presidium doesn’t fall apart in my newly extended absence.”

Presley and Grigory both stood, but only Grigory bowed to Tullius. Both bowed to Vita, kissed Elwyn’s cheek, and shook Paulinius’s hand.

“Retired,” Presley muttered under his breath as he walked away. “We are retired.”

“Do you really have some sort of plan for them?” Paulinius asked.

Rather than answering that question, Tullius said, “Why don’t you two travel with us as well? At least as far as Armenium. I know your path eventually takes you north, but you could enjoy the comforts and company of traveling with us part of the way.”

Elwyn shook her head. “You said you won’t be leaving for at least a week. We have to leave the day after tomorrow.”

Tullius nodded. On this he wouldn’t argue. Paulinius’s assignment was an opportunity for him to show himself to best advantage. His success, in fact, could mean a great deal to them all in the end.

“And you have all you need?” Tullius asked. “Is there anything we can provide?”

Elwyn smiled and gave Paulinius’s hand resting on her shoulder a pat. “No. I think we have all we need. I... I appreciate everything the two of you have already done, right down to being willing to be seen with me tonight.”

Tullius waved her off, appreciating how if he had been born anywhere other than the Empire, her difficulties would likely have been his. “Every now and then, I need to remind the court that Vita and I make fashion, not the Severi.”

“They have a lot of power and money. I know it can’t be as easy as you try to make it sound,” she replied.

She was right. Technically, as the emperor, no one had more power than Tullius. And Presley’s former employer, the shipping magnate, Crispus Rufus Stylianos, was the richest man alive. But Tullius’s power could be checked by the senate, where numerous members of the Severus family held more sway than any other faction. And in business and trade, the Severus fortune combined outstripped the smaller Stylianos family. Even as the emperor with close ties to the Stylianos family, Tullius had to constantly watch the Severi and maintain a balance of power with them. Even when he wanted to take Paulinius’s father and bang his head against the wall. The man had a remarkable son—smart and brave—who had married one of the most underappreciated women in the world. A sane father, a good father, would overlook Elwyn’s past, be proud to call her daughter, and capitalize on the opportunities she could open up for them in Myrcia as sister to the king.

But some fathers could not see beyond their own narcissism.

“Nonsense,” he finally answered with a hint of a smile he did not feel. “Being seen with you is one of my easiest duties. Do let us know if we can help.”

Tullius, being a gentleman after his own fashion, ignored Elwyn’s glistening eyes.

“Thank you. I will.”
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Elwyn enjoyed the challenge of packing, buying a cart and horses, and finding a manager to look after the estate. She also loved when Paulinius went into the city and came home with silver-plated ceremonial armor. It made him look so dashing that Elwyn practically dragged him out of the nursery and up to their bedroom that very instant. 

As for the rest of the family, little Emilia mostly refrained from comment, but seemed pleased by all the excitement. Julius, too, decided that he was looking forward to the trip, after all. Daphna remained unconvinced, however, and muttered constantly under her breath about foreign bandits and exotic diseases. 

They set off in the midst of a light snow flurry, with everyone bundled up against the cold in thick wool traveling clothes and fur cloaks. 

“We’re all going to get frostbite,” Daphna said gloomily. 

“No, we’re not,” said Elwyn. 

“Think how much fun this is going to be with the five of us together!” Paulinius cried. 

But it turned out their little party wasn’t quite complete yet. When they stopped for the night at a hillside village, they found Paulinius’s cousin Maurus waiting for them at the inn. 

“Naturally, you’ll need an experienced diplomat to advise you,” he said, “so the ministry wants me to come along, as well.” 

Elwyn saw the frown that briefly creased Paulinius’s face. He hadn’t known Maurus was coming, either. And Tullius hadn’t mentioned it at Grigory’s retirement party when Elwyn had been telling him of their preparations.

“Will Gloriana be joining us, too?” Elwyn asked. 

Maurus laughed heartily at the very notion of his fashionable little wife leaving the comforts of Albus Magnus. “I can’t imagine what use she would be,” he said. 

He and Paulinius set out some maps on a beer-stained old table in the common room, and they started planning out their route. Elwyn would have joined them, but Daphna declared it bath time for the children, and Elwyn was obligated to go help. 

The inn, while fully equipped with all manner of rustic charm, didn’t have a proper heated bath with running water, so someone had to draw the water from a tiny, creaking old well by the stables. Daphna claimed she had a bad back and couldn’t carry heavy loads anymore. 

“You’re ten years younger than me,” Elwyn pointed out. 

“Yes, but you’re in such good physical condition, my lady,” Daphna said, with a flattering grin on her round, rosy face. “You do all that riding. And you go shooting with your bow all the time, so your arms must be very strong.” 

Both Julius and Emilia were present, so Elwyn told Daphna she was “Such a bother,” rather than using one of the numerous more pungent expressions she would have preferred. 

While Elwyn drew the water, swearing under her breath whenever it splashed ice-cold over her shoes, a voice hailed her from the back door of the common room. She looked up to see Maurus coming over. 

“Can I help you with one of those buckets?” he asked. Then he took one, even though she told him it wasn’t necessary. 

At the bottom of the narrow stairs that led up to the guestrooms, he turned, nearly blocking her way. “Cousin Elwyn, I’m afraid we may have gotten off on the wrong foot,” he said. “I deeply regret missing your wedding.”

“We were married in Teperum,” she said. That city was more than fourteen hundred miles from the capital. More to the point, they had gotten married with two hours notice, so he couldn’t possibly have been there, even if he had wanted to be, but he already knew that. 

“I think I can speak for Gloriana, too, when I say that we both regret that we have not...welcomed you to the family and to the capital in the way we should have.” 

That was quite the understatement. Elwyn and Paulinius hadn’t been invited to their wedding, even though it had been planned for months and the Villa Serenissima was barely half an hour’s ride from Maurus’s house. Elwyn felt her temper flare, though not on her own behalf. Earstien knew, she had no interest in the high society of the capital. But she had felt the insult to Paulinius keenly, and she still felt it now. 

“You know, Maurus, our home has always been open to you, and to your relatives, whether you choose to visit or not.” 

“That is true.” He bowed his head. “I would like us to be friends now, however.” 

She took a deep breath. “I would like that, too.” 

“Good. Then may I offer you some friendly advice? Don’t force yourself to go all the way to Lavaria. This is no journey for women and young children. You could go with the court to Terminium. Paulinius’s sister, Adora, and her husband are there. He’s the Proconsul. She’s a lovely woman. You’ll like her. This trip to Lavaria will not be safe.” 

She imagined dumping her bucket over his head, or better yet, swinging it hard into his groin. Go to Paulinius’s sister in Terminium! The woman had never acknowledged Elwyn’s existence or that of her children. And she wouldn’t throw herself on Tullius’s mercy. The emperor had provided for her and her brother, sister, and stepmother during their exile from Myrcia. She would never ask him for more. 

Somehow, she managed again to control herself, and she smiled. “Why, Cousin Maurus, I can’t imagine why we shouldn’t come along. We’ll have a big, strong man like you to protect us!” Then she shoved her way past him and hurried up the stairs before she said anything worse. 

For a while, it seemed as if this had settled the issue, and Maurus had given up on the idea of leaving the women and children behind. He was pleasant enough company on the road, and on nights when they didn’t reach an inn before dark, it helped to have another able-bodied adult who could chop firewood and find water and tend to the horses. Elwyn still didn’t really like him, but she was getting used to his presence, and that was something, at least. 

The party rode east through the provinces of Cheruscia and Bolahovia to Chuvinia, where, in the second week of February, they reached the great River Cedrin at the town of Alatum. The Cedrin was vast and steel-gray when they crested a hill and saw it through the falling snow. Elwyn was powerfully reminded of the sight of the River Trahern, back in Myrcia, the land of her birth. She remembered snowy days when she would look out on it from her room in the castle and long to be outside, fishing and hunting, far away from the stifling society of court. 

She mentioned this memory to Paulinius, and with a look of concern, he asked, “You’re not feeling homesick, are you?” 

“Not at all.” She gave him a deep kiss that lasted until Daphna cleared her throat and warned them that children were present. 

This wasn’t the last time in Alatum that she got a reminder of her old life. Maurus went to check in with the local army command and returned to their inn with a new addition to their party. He was a short, stocky man in worn leather armor, with bulging, pale green eyes, wild red hair and a bristling beard. 

“The Military Legate here believes we’ll need a guide,” Maurus explained. “The roads get worse the farther east you get, and the towns are a lot farther apart.” He pointed to the red-haired man. “This is Colum Bartuan. He’s a Ceannfort in the Cruedruan auxiliaries—that’s like a senior captain, I suppose.” 

Cruedrua was the Immani protectorate that bordered Elwyn’s homeland of Myrcia, so she probably ought to have anticipated what would happen when Maurus introduced her to the newcomer. His bushy red eyebrows shot up, and his jaw sagged open in surprise before it snapped shut again as his features settled into a scowl. 

“Ah, so you’re her, then,” he said. “You’re the princess they tell all those stories about.” 

Paulinius stepped up and put an arm around Elwyn. “Lady Severa is my wife, sir.” 

The Cruedruan officer glared at Paulinius, then shrugged. “Well, that’s your business, isn’t it?” With no further comment or even a word of apology, he wandered off to hire a boat to take the party up the River Cedrin. 

Elwyn quickly came to dread spending time around Colum Bartuan. As they sailed along, day after day, she would often look around to see him studying her with a look of almost fascinated revulsion, as if he couldn’t quite believe she was real. And it wasn’t just her notorious past that offended him. He clearly agreed with Maurus that Elwyn and the children should never have come along on the mission. 

Sometimes, when Colum was being particularly unpleasant, Elwyn wondered if he and Maurus weren’t right. Perhaps she should have stayed home. Or gone to Terminium with Tullius and Vita. But then she would look at Paulinius, and he would smile, and she would remind herself that she was on the trip to support and help him, not for her own enjoyment. 

As the party rode south up the Cedrin to the city of Elistron, and then continued overland east into the province of Astaria, Elwyn took refuge in domesticity. While the men discussed politics or hunting, she would play with her children or help Daphna with the cooking. This was not because she hoped to prove her worth to Maurus or Colum, but because it helped her avoid them. 

Finally, a week before the Spring Equinox, they arrived in Uliasta, the capital of the province of Astaria, where they were greeted by the proconsul himself. He was very gracious, and Elwyn couldn’t help feeling smug about the fact that she and her family were shown to an enormous suite of rooms in the proconsul’s palace, while Maurus and Colum were given beds in the officers’ quarters above the stable. 

Lavaria lay to the east of Astaria, so the proconsul was able to provide a few more details about the succession crisis in the bordering kingdom—the dispute that Paulinius was expected to mediate. The proconsul also said he would provide them with yet another guide, one who had been to Lavaria and spoke the local dialects. 

They were surprised (and in Colum’s case, visibly offended) when the guide turned out to be a slim, attractive, middle-aged woman with short blonde hair and a rather mischievous little smile. Her name was Estella Oriana, though as she immediately informed them all, “everyone” called her “Stella.” 

When the woman heard Elwyn’s name, her carefully-plucked eyebrows shot up nearly as high as Colum’s had. But there was no hint of contempt or disapproval on her face. “I’m so honored to meet you,” she gushed, bowing low. “I’ve heard so much about you over the years. It’s truly a pleasure.” 

It felt nice that someone was pleased to see her, but Elwyn reminded herself to be wary. In her experience, people who knew what she had done in the old days and approved could be as much of a burden as the people who despised her for it. Sometimes more of a burden, actually. Still, she decided to give the woman the benefit of the doubt. They were going to have to spend weeks and months traveling together. No need to make things unpleasant or awkward if she didn’t have to. 

That evening, after everyone had spent an hour or so relaxing amid the perfumed pools and gilded tiles in the proconsul’s massive baths, there was a huge feast with more than twenty courses, ranging from roast pigeon in plum sauce to curried wild boar. After dessert (candied nuts and brandy cakes), Elwyn went up to put the children to bed, but she returned to join the other adults for a glass of very expensive Annenstruker Rodvin. 

As they worked their way through the bottle, and another one after that, Stella Oriana explained the Lavarian crisis in far more detail than the proconsul had. And the situation, in her telling, was so incredibly strange that if the proconsul hadn’t been sitting there, nodding and smiling, Elwyn would have assumed Stella was making it all up. 

To begin with, Lavaria wasn’t a kingdom at all—at least not in the normal sense of the word. It was a loose confederation of ten tribes, each with their own chiefs and soldiers. The one thing that united the tribes was their worship of the goddess Arzuan, who in the mythical depths of time had risen out of a lake to guide and teach them. Eventually, the goddess had died, or left them, or in some other way had disappeared, but not before promising to return. A promise which the Lavarians believed she had kept, and continued to keep, over and over again, down through the centuries. 

Arzuan would manifest herself in the body of a 7-year-old Lavarian girl, and she would stay in that body until the girl reached the age of 21, at which point she would change her abode to a new girl, on and on, over and over again. 

By virtue of being the avatar of the goddess, this girl also became the Queen of Lavaria, though she had little power outside of certain esoteric rituals. The chief of her tribe became her first minister, which made him the actual head of government. 

“So choosing the queen determines who’ll be in charge of the country for the next fourteen years,” observed Paulinius. 

“Exactly,” said Stella. “This year the current queen is turning 21, which means a new one is going to be selected.” 

“How do they choose the queen, though?” asked Elwyn. 

“There’s a highly ritualized selection process,” said Stella. “Outsiders don’t know much about it. There might be multiple tests, though it’s unclear. But one thing we do know is that there’s a teapot involved.” 

They all stared blankly at her. 

“A...a teapot?” said Colum gruffly. “You’re joking.” 

“Nope,” she said. “It’s called...don’t laugh...it’s called the ‘Teapot of Destiny,’ and it’s one of the few relics they still have of the original goddess Arzuan. Or at least they claim it belonged to her. Anyway, the theory is that the goddess will still recognize her teapot, so they have some sort of ceremony, and the girls have to somehow guess which cup of tea came from Arzuan’s pot. The girl who can guess correctly must be the new avatar, which makes her the new queen.” 

“And makes the chief of her clan the virtual king,” said Maurus. “Fascinating!” 

“Completely ridiculous,” said Colum in a loud whisper. 

Stella ignored them both and went on. “The teapot is the problem, though. It’s why you’re all here. One of the clan chiefs has stolen the pot, and he won’t give it back, even though the new queen has to be selected this summer.” 

Elwyn turned to look at Paulinius, and she saw a hint of alarm on his handsome features. She knew exactly what he was thinking, because she was thinking the same thing: Colum was right. This had to be a joke. They had come all this way to recover a bit of antique kitchenware. It was worse than a joke; it was practically an insult. 

Stella must have seen their doubts in their faces, because she hurriedly added, “There have been wars in the past over the selection of the queen. And there almost certainly will be war in Lavaria this summer if the teapot isn’t recovered in time.” 

“With all due respect,” said Colum, “why do we care if a bunch of weird, savage cultists decide to massacre each other?” 

“This province, Astaria, lies to the west of Lavaria,” the proconsul said, as he poured another round of drinks. “The province of Nivia borders them to the south. To the east of Lavaria is our new protectorate of Dommolia, which we gained from the Kingdom of Teralia a few years ago, as you may recall. I think it’s fair to say that whatever happens in Lavaria is going to end up involving us, one way or another.” 

Paulinius nodded slowly. “So that’s what this is about. If we’re drawn into a war in Lavaria, the Teralians might take advantage of the opportunity to reclaim Dommolia.” 

“And we’d lose those lovely new silver mines that we stole,” said Colum. “Or, excuse me, I mean those mines we ‘annexed.’” 

“Exactly right,” said the proconsul happily. “I’m so glad you all grasped the situation so quickly. We can’t lose those mines, so someone has to go convince this rebel chief to give the teapot back. And that, ladies and gentlemen, is why you are here.” 
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Chapter 4 
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“You can think of Lavaria, very roughly, as a circle with a lower-case letter ‘t’ drawn in it.” 

Paulinius leaned forward to see where Stella Oriana pointed to the map that she had unrolled across the proconsul’s ebony camp table. 

“At the top, where the ‘t’ meets the circle, is the holy Lake Gunzil. The southern shore is where the goddess Arzuan first manifested herself to mankind. The vertical stroke of the “t” is the River Selona, which flows north from our province of Nivia and through the lake. That’s one of the main merchant routes, except it would be a very long way around now, since you’re coming in from the west.” 

Colum stared at her, his beard and eyebrows bristling even more than usual. “Are you saying I brought them the wrong way, missy?” 

“Not at all,” she said, with a bright smile. “If you’d gone through Nivia, you wouldn’t have met me. We’ll have to do some hiking overland, though.” 

Maurus pushed in, elbowing her aside. He had spent the afternoon studying the proconsul’s latest intelligence, and he had a route already picked out. “We’ll cross the border at Roinek—that’s in the upper left corner of the circle, here.” He pointed. “We’ll go east to Volra, then southeast to Cyrit, crossing the Garavai Hills to the little River Garesh, which, as you can see, sort-of forms the left-hand branch of the ‘t.’ That will take us down to the River Selona, and after a tiny bit of a zigzag here, we’ll end up right in the center. This is Angara, the capital, and I imagine we’ll want to go there so we can speak to the current government.” 

“I suppose. Perhaps,” said Paulinius, noncommittally. The route that his cousin was tracing involved far more than “a bit” of zigzagging, at least as far as he could see on the map. He wished Elwyn was there—she was better at pathfinding in the wilderness than he was. But Maurus had insisted that only “diplomats and guides” were invited to this meeting. 

Stella slid around Maurus to get at the map table again. “Regardless of where you go at first, in the end you’ll probably be headed up to the Khuriel Mountains in the northeast. That’s the land of the Zulma clan, and they’re the ones who stole the teapot.” 

Paulinius checked the map scale. They were going to be traveling hundreds of miles, even after they crossed the border into Lavaria. “I suppose it’s too much to hope that the roads are any good,” he sighed. 

“Positively dreadful,” said Stella. 

It was already the middle of March, and the new queen-goddess was supposed to be crowned at the Summer Solstice. Paulinius sighed again and rubbed his temples with his thumbs. 

Colum cleared his throat loudly. “You know, sir, if the roads are bad, we could travel a lot faster if we were...unencumbered by women and children.” 
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