
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Called to Account

A Novel of Epic Banking 



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CALLED TO ACCOUNT

    

    
      First edition. July 24, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 J.S. Mawdsley.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8227278586

    

    
    
      Written by J.S. Mawdsley.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by J.S. Mawdsley

	    

      
	    
          
	      Of Duty and Silver

          
        
          
	          The Queen's Tower

          
        
          
	          For Her Own Good

          
        
          
	          Royal Obligation

          
        
          
	          Reunion Vale

          
        
          
	          The Last Bright Angel

          
        
          
	          Of Duty and Silver: The Complete Series

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Reign of the Eagle

          
        
          
	          Black Eagle Rising

          
        
          
	          Siege of Kings

          
        
          
	          Unspeakably Wooed

          
        
          
	          When You Are King

          
        
          
	          Old Habits Die Hard

          
        
          
	          A Troubled Peace

          
        
          
	          Reign of the Eagle: Complete Series

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Moiriad

          
        
          
	          A Sorceress Born

          
        
          
	          A Sorceress Made

          
        
          
	          A Sorceress Abroad

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Years of Exile

          
        
          
	          Called to Account

          
        
          
	          A Tincture of Silver

          
        
          
	          An Ally by Surprise

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          A Fatal Humor

          
        
          
	          One False Step: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          Above His Station: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          Every Count Votes

          
        
          
	          A Fine Distinction: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          The Changing of the Guard: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          The Metal of Victory

          
        
          
	          The Web in the Palace: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          Gilding the Lily: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          The Night Nothing Happened: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          A Glass of Sand and Stars

          
        
          
	          The Romance of the Viscount: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          The Consolation Prize: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          Red Sand Girl

          
        
          
	          The Art of the Future: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          Girls' Night Out: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Disaster: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          An Easy Mistake: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          Those Left Behind: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at J.S. Mawdsley’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


MAPS

[image: ]




Presidium to Newshire

[image: A map of a fantasy world

Description automatically generated]

NEWSHIRE TO LOSHADNAROD

[image: A map of a river

Description automatically generated]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1


[image: ]




Fall-Winter, 365 M.E.

The front lobby was the pride of the Procellus Bank. Even compared to the other great financial institutions of the Empire, it looked unusually impressive. From the gilded mosaic to the marble columns soaring on either side to the dome overhead, lit by skylights, with its depiction of Pecunius, god of commerce, dispensing his bounty on merchants, it gave the bank a solid, reassuring quality. A sea captain or silk trader who walked through the doors would receive a clear message: “You can safely leave your money here. We’re not going anywhere.” 

The brass and gilding and acres of polished walnut spoke words of reassurance to prospective borrowers, as well. They said, “You can trust us. We’ve got plenty of money.” The people who worked here weren’t like the sharks who circled in the back rooms of taverns and inns down by the waterfront. If you didn’t repay a loan from this bank, they didn’t send hulking men to break your kneecaps. They sent lawyers. So perhaps the opulence of the front lobby held a warning, as well. 

Quintus sat behind one of the larger desks, off to the left side as one entered the lobby. He kept his desk obsessively neat, as required by Mr. Megalos, the branch director, but with his ink and quills in easy reach, and the long rolls of parchment, too, on which he could draw up the terms of loans. Somebody had worked out precise formulae for interest rates and payment periods, and a fat book, chained to a brass rail on his desk, contained them all. 

Not that he had much occasion for checking the book or writing out formal loan documents. In his five months as a junior loan officer with the Procellus Bank of Presidium, he had only been permitted to lend out money twice. Every other time, the word had come down from the managers above that either the loan was bad, or it was too important to be entrusted to someone as new to the job as Quintus. 

And yet, he continued to hope. He thought of his job as a noble calling—helping people achieve their dreams. A bank, he thought, was fundamentally in the business of making people happy. 

On this particular day in late September, the Friday before the Equinox, he glanced up from his desk to see a small blonde woman approaching over the gleaming mosaic floor. She looked very pretty, with wide green eyes and a dimpled smile. She wore a somewhat faded black wool dress and an embroidered headscarf, and he knew, even before she opened her mouth, that she was a Myrcian refugee. There had been an increasing number of these unfortunate souls in Presidium over the summer, ever since the assassination of the Myrcian king had plunged that country back into civil war. The Proconsul of Presidium had set up charities to help them, but Quintus felt people should do more. 

“I was told you’re the person I should talk to about getting a loan,” the pretty woman said. She gave her name as Lady Dagra Yates. The way she emphasized the “Lady,” along with the color of her dress, told Quintus her unfortunate husband was no longer among the living. Poor woman—widowed and friendless in a foreign city. 

He told her to have a seat in the little hard-backed chair across the desk from him. “Now, what precisely do you want the loan for, and how much would you require?” 

At this point, generally, merchants and traders would produce some sort of written prospectus showing their business plan. But Lady Dagra smiled and said, “Oh, I suppose I could start a bakery. How much money would that take, do you think?” 

He adjusted his spectacles. “It’s...um, not exactly my area of expertise.” He tried prompting her. “But you’ve got to rent a building, yes? And then buy supplies...salt and flour and yeast and what-have-you, right?” 

Her face fell. “Oh, I suppose so. It’s just...Mr., um...I’m sorry, what’s your name again?” 

“Quintus,” he said. “I’m Quintus Verrus. If you need me, be sure to ask for ‘Quintus,’ because my brother Lucius works here, too.” He pointed across the lobby to the junior floor manager’s desk, where Lucius sat scowling at his account books. 

“Mr. Quintus Verrus, then,” said Lady Dagra. “You have to understand that we’ve been through the Void and back, me and my two children and my sister, ever since...,” her eyes glistened, “ever since my dear Wyatt was killed by those horrid Sigors.” 

She told him how she had learned of her husband’s death in battle, and she hinted at a narrow and dangerous escape for her family through Odeland and Denizvatan. 

“By the time we reached Priena,” she said, “we didn’t even have money left for the ship, so Caitlin and I—that’s my younger sister—had to work for three weeks at a laundry.” She said this in the same tone of voice that someone might use to say, “I had to go diving in a privy pit.” She held up her hands, red, raw, and cracked, as proof of her story. 

He handed her a handkerchief to dry her eyes and said, “I’ll see what I can do.” 

Then he opened the big, chained book to the section called, “Commodatum et Creditum,” pulled out a blank sheet of parchment, and started filling out her application for her. He put down her name and age (21—a year older than he was) and the names of her two children (Anita and Clayton). After some quick math in his head, based on his knowledge of rents in the city and the cash flow of your average baker, he settled on 50 aurei as the amount of money necessary. For collateral, he put down, “future earnings,” and for her work experience he wrote, “laundress in Priena, Denizvatan.” 

“And what did you do in Myrcia before you...um, left?” he asked. 

“I was at court,” Lady Dagra said, with a touch of bitterness. “My Wyatt was a gentleman of the king’s bedchamber and a knight. He commanded a brigade at the end, and we should have had a new estate in the Crown Lands, but then he was killed, and his brigade was wiped out, and I had to come here.” 

Under “Occupation,” Quintus wrote, “homemaker.” 

“This will take at least a day or two,” he told her. “It’s Friday, so hopefully we’ll know by sometime early next week.” 

She gave him the name of her inn, and he promised to send her word when her application had been reviewed. 

“Do you think I stand a good chance of getting the loan?” she asked, with a watery, hopeful smile. 

Quintus wanted to say “Yes,” but he hated to lie, and he didn’t want to give this woman false hope. “I will do my best to make the case to my manager,” he said. His manager being his older brother, Lucius. 

Quintus adjusted his spectacles and watched her leave, admiring her figure, with his heart full of a mixture of pity and other, somewhat baser emotions. Only after she was out the door did he realize she’d taken his handkerchief. 

“Ah well,” he thought. “That’s what a handkerchief is for.” 

When he handed her application over to Lucius, his brother took less than a second to find the crucial flaw. Lucius was remarkably good at doing that. 

“No collateral of any kind,” he said. “Former homemaker. We might as well take the 50 aurei and dump them in the harbor.” 

“She really needs help,” said Quintus. 

“Perhaps, but that’s not our job,” said Lucius. He ran a hand over his prematurely-balding head. “For the last time, Quintus, this isn’t a damned charity.” 

Lucius said that a lot, whenever Quintus dared to suggest that profitability shouldn’t be the sole concern of the Procellus Bank. He’d said it a lot more since Quintus had been promoted to junior loan officer. It sometimes seemed as if Lucius didn’t really want the bank to give money to anyone, ever. 

“It’s not charity,” Quintus insisted. “She’s proposing to start a business.” 

“A business,” Lucius said, “in which she has no experience at all.” 

Quintus pointed at the parchment. “She’s a former homemaker. Surely she has some sort of experience baking things.” 

Lucius rolled his eyes. “That’s like saying anyone who ever loaned money to a friend can run a bank.” He pulled out a bottle of red ink and reached for his quill. All he had to do was write the word, “Negavit,” and poor Lady Dagra would lose her dream of a bakery. Her poor children would be out on the street, and she and her little sister might be forced to do something desperate to survive. 

“Wait.” Quintus put a hand on Lucius’s arm to stop him from reaching the quill. “Can we go ask Mr. Megalos?” 

“We can,” said Lucius, “but you know what he’ll say.” 

Quintus did. The branch director liked to tell anyone who would listen that his family had fled to Presidium a century earlier from the wars in Thessalia, and that if the Megalos clan could make it on their own, without charity, then these newcomers from Myrcia could do the same thing, by the gods. 

But the alternative was to let Lucius reject the loan on the spot. And who knew? Perhaps their director would be in a generous mood today. 

All the way up the long marble stairs and down the long blue carpet to the iron-studded black door, Lucius kept muttering under his breath. Quintus only caught a few words, like “irresponsible,” “need to grow up,” and “childish,” but those were enough to give him the general tenor of the monologue. 

The director, a round little man with a pointed black beard, sat behind a huge, marble-topped desk at the far end of the giant office. Cushioned leather chairs and thick rugs were arranged artfully around the room, with orchids on brass stands near the window, and a pair of huge, painted Thessalian vases. 

“What is it?” demanded Mr. Megalos, without looking up from the set of enormous ledgers before him. 

Quintus turned to Lucius, who merely motioned for him to hurry up. 

“Sir, I’d like approval for a loan,” said Quintus. 

The little Thessalian man looked up, frowning, and pulled on the end of his beard. “Did Lucius already tell you ‘no’?” 

Another look at Lucius, silently pleading. 

His brother sighed and said, “I hadn’t quite made a final determination yet, sir.” 

“It’s a refugee widow, sir,” Quintus went on. “She’s a very hard worker.” He didn’t know that for certain, but he was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt. “She worked in a laundry in Priena to get money to feed her children.” 

Mr. Megalos sat up a little straighter. “So, she wants to open a laundry?” 

“Um...a bakery, sir.” Quintus walked up to the desk and set the application on top of the giant ledgers. 

It took the director even less time to spot the flaw than it had taken Lucius. “No collateral. No experience. No detailed plan to build the business. We might as well drop the 50 aurei down the privy.” He reached for his quill, and Quintus didn’t dare grab his arm to stop him from writing the dreaded word of rejection. 

“Could I...perhaps work with her to improve the application?” asked Quintus. 

“You can do whatever you like in your free time,” said Mr. Megalos. “But while you’re here, you’ll confine yourself to making loans that might have a prayer of being repaid.” He nodded to Lucius. “I want you to keep a closer eye on your brother. He’s not making satisfactory progress.” A scowl at Quintus. “Not satisfactory at all. You’re on probation, young man. I’ll expect a report by the Solstice from your brother showing that you’ve figured out how to do your job. Otherwise, you can go home to...wherever it is that the two of you are from.” 

“Albus Magnus,” said Quintus, miserably. 

“I don’t actually care,” said the director. “Now get back to work. Both of you.” 

Neither of them spoke on the long, mortified walk downstairs, until they got to the main lobby again, and Lucius said, quietly, “I told you so.” 
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Please note that both you and your witnesses must sign and seal the third, fifth, and sixth pages. If you do not have the required number of witnesses, please stop by our offices during normal business hours, and we will be happy to provide some. 



Moira flipped through the stack of rich, heavy parchment and saw the indicated lines and the helpful little penciled circles to show where the seals were supposed to be affixed. Everything seemed perfectly clear, as her attorney had promised it would be. All she needed were a few seals and signatures, and she would be Miss Moira Jean Darrow again, and no longer Countess Moira Lepida Faustina. 

She stood and walked to the window of her little office, looking out over the straits through the drizzle. The office wasn’t much to speak of, but it had an incredible view. First the palace grounds, then the mansions of the patricians, sleek and gray in the rain, and the shops and marketplaces, and finally the big warehouses of the docks. Out in the harbor and the straits themselves, nearly lost in the fog, hundreds of ships rode at anchor or sailed back and forth—fishing boats and big, hulking merchantmen and long, low, sleek naval galleys. 

The only reason she worked here, in this office, the local headquarters of her Prefecturate of Correspondence and Communications, was her relationship with Faustinus. Or at least that was how it had started. 

She loved the work. No matter what, she would still keep her job as Prefect. Nothing could possibly induce her to give that up. And she enjoyed working with Faustinus, even now. The divorce, like their previous break-ups, was entirely amicable. As she told herself frequently, the only thing that upset her about the whole business was the sad realization that marriage had been such a stupid blunder. 

When she had simply been his mistress, they could both come and go as they pleased. And when their respective jobs had kept them apart for months, they could agree to see other people for a while, with no insult intended, and with the clear understanding that neither would be averse to resuming the affair in the future. 

But marriage had made it official. Marriage had tied them together, like drowning sailors tangled in sinking wreckage, and it had been a terrible, terrible mistake, even if they were still friends in the aftermath. She didn’t blame him. She didn’t even blame herself, really. But she did wish they had thought the whole business through more carefully before they had done it. 

“Did you finish with this, yet, ma’am?” 

Moira kept staring out the window, but she knew the voice of Lily Serrana, her Vice-Tribune, second-in-command, and all-purpose secretary. Lily clearly meant the divorce papers. 

A slight pause, and then, with a tiny sigh, “Ah, not yet, then. I’ll put this away. Gina’s here with the morning messages.” 

Moira turned now, and Lily gave her an all-too-knowing look with her big blue eyes. She gave no sign of a rebuke, but Moira knew Lily was thinking it. 

They went together into the cramped outer office, where Gina waited. A tiny girl, only a little over five feet tall, she had curly hair that had turned into a wild, tangled mass with the rain and humidity. As usual, Gina bubbled with enthusiasm, and she couldn’t contain her bright, dimpled smile as she dropped into an overly formal bow. 

“Good morning, ma’am!” She shot out a gloved hand from under her dripping cloak and proudly held up a sealed leather packet of letters. 

Moira looked at the packet, and then she tilted her head slightly, taking in the girl’s cloak. Made from dark green, good quality leather, it had brass buttons up the sides and some subtle light green embroidery around the hood. The only sign of wear was a small stain near the waist. 

It was a very nice cloak, and with a shock, Moira recognized it. That stain had come from a spilled glass of Turetanian red in Aballum, right after she and Faustinus had caught that Tribune skimming money from the Proconsul. 

The cloak was hers. She had bought it seven or eight years ago, but she had never liked it very much. She had only ever worn it three or four times. The weather in Presidium rarely got cold enough to require such a thick and heavy cloak. But she still remembered buying it, and she remembered distinctly where she had left it: in the wardrobe of Faustinus’s official chambers here at the palace. In case it ever started raining or snowing while she was in town. 

She took in a jagged little breath and stepped back. 

“Are you alright, ma’am?” asked Gina. 

Lily took Gina’s packet of messages and set it aside. “It’s the change of seasons, no doubt,” she said. “Always makes me feel a little under the weather, too. Shall I get you some wine, ma’am?” 

“Yes, please,” said Moira. 

Maybe Faustinus had found the cloak and given it to the girl, entirely innocently, because he knew Moira didn’t want it back, and he didn’t want it cluttering up his wardrobe anymore. But there was another explanation, a much simpler explanation: Gina had gotten dressed in Faustinus’s room that morning. 

“Well, fuck. That didn’t take him very long,” Moira thought bitterly. 

But she had to admit this was unfair. He had been much more willing to try to make the marriage work than she had been. And she couldn’t, in fairness, expect him to stay celibate while they dissolved the union. 

And if he wanted a simple, happy diversion, he could hardly have done better than little Gina. The girl was a professional acrobat by training, and she was irrepressibly upbeat and optimistic. And this in spite of the fact that her life had been shockingly tragic and sad before Moira had recruited her to be one of the elite Emissariae of her Prefecturate. 

The girl’s parents—acrobats themselves—had died when she was 4, and she had grown up hungry and desperate, flitting from one theatrical troupe to another. Like many in her profession, she had discovered that theaters and troupes lost interest in her when she grew up, and she had been reduced to selling herself on the docks before Lily and Moira had found her. And yet, the girl remained the most energetically cheerful person Moira had ever met. 

“After me,” she thought, “he must want someone bright and sunny, with no complications.” 

Lily, with that uncanny sixth sense of hers, knew precisely what to do. “I think we need something warmer,” she said, turning to Gina. “Why don’t we go down to Alcaldus’s, get a jug of mulled wine, and bring it back here?” 

Gina clapped her hands and bounced up on the balls of her feet, declaring mulled wine the perfect thing for a day like this. Then the two women left Moira alone with her thoughts. 

She cried for a while. It was the first time she had cried at all since she and her husband had agreed to divorce. She didn’t cry for the marriage—that had been a stupid, drunken mistake. She cried, instead, for the loss of her younger, more innocent and cheerful self, who had honestly thought that getting married to Lord Servius Lepidus Faustinus, Legate Emeritus and Court Sorcerer to the Emperor of the Immani, was a good idea. Perhaps she had never been quite so naïve as little Gina, but she had been so much younger then, when she had left Myrcia and come to the Empire. 

Not in a literal sense, of course. She had been 88 when she had helped her lover overthrow the vile Emperor Lucius. But she and Faustinus were both hillichmagnars—gifted with magy and unnaturally long lives. And she had led a very sheltered existence for most of her first nine decades. Now she was 105, and though she barely looked a day older than when she had first come across the straits and landed at the docks in armor, she felt as if two or three lifetimes had passed. 

She managed to stop crying and wash the tear-streaks from her face before Lily and Gina returned. 

“Here we are,” said Lily, with a prim little smile, as she poured the steaming hot beverage into three earthenware cups. “Just what we all need.” 

Good old Lily. “Prima et Optima,” as Moira occasionally called her. The first and best. When Moira, Faustinus, and Empress Vita had dreamed up the office that later became the Prefecturate of Correspondence and Communications, Lily had been the very first girl Moira had recruited as an Emissaria, or secret messenger. And of that original group of four girls, Lily, at the age of 31, was the only one still on the job. Granted, she served as deputy commander now, and she rarely went out on missions anymore. But she provided a reassuring presence by Moira’s side here in Presidium, or up north in Albus Magnus, or wherever the Imperial court happened to be. 

Lily had warned Moira not to get married to Faustinus. “There are some people who are meant to spend a lifetime together,” she had said, very drunkenly, the night before the ceremony. “But you two aren’t among them.” 

In spite of her misgivings, Lily had served as Moira’s first witness at the wedding. And now she would get to be first witness again, whenever Moira got around to signing those documents her attorneys had sent her. Lily, like the other eight full-time Emissariae, knew about the divorce, but she had never said, “I told you so,” and for that, Moira felt very grateful. 

Moira finished her mulled wine in a few, scalding gulps, and then, with her depression smothered now under a comforting blanket of alcohol, she felt equal to reviewing the day’s messages. She picked up the sealed pouch and went into her office. After closing the door, she opened the pouch and started reading. 

Most of it was the usual stuff. Senator so-and-so having an affair with such-and-such’s daughter. Legate whatshisname suddenly riding around in a new gilded carriage, though nobody knew where he’d gotten the money for it. Somebody’s wife getting a bit too friendly at a party with the Minertian ambassador. And so on and so on. All of it would be filed away, and notes would be made in code in various ledgers in color-coded ink, according to the system Moira and Lily had invented. And then, perhaps, five or six years from now, Faustinus or Moira would be able to corner someone late at night and say, “This isn’t a threat, but if you don’t want everyone to know about what you did, you might want to do what I say.” 

It was sordid, it was nasty, but Moira never really cared about the morality of it. Many of the people named in these reports were the sort of people who had never liked her—the people who had treated her as an outsider, even though she held an appointment as an Imperial Prefect. 

Lily knocked again and looked in, her own drink still in her hand. “One more thing, ma’am. Gina has a personal report to make.” 

“Oh?” Moira wished she had a whole bottle of the mulled wine to herself. “Fine. Show her in.” 

Gina bounced into the room, still wearing Moira’s old cloak and smiling like she didn’t have a care in the world. No, that wasn’t quite it—she smiled like she couldn’t understand how anyone, ever, might have cares. 

“Ma’am, there’s something I have to tell you,” she said, almost breathless in her enthusiasm. 

“Oh, Finster’s balls,” thought Moira, cringing. “This isn’t how she’s going to confess that she’s fucking my husband, is it?” Aloud, she said, “Go ahead.” 

“You know I’ve been working on building contacts with the Myrcian refugees, right?” 

“Right,” said Moira. 

This was something she and Lily had told the girl to do, since Gina had learned many languages, including Myrcian, during her years of itinerant circus work. With her bubbly air, the girl might give the impression of a friendly, if not terribly bright kitten. But she had a pretty decent mind under that mass of frizzy dark curls. No doubt that was another thing that would have recommended her to Faustinus. 

But no matter. This was official business, and Moira was determined to remain professional, in spite of the disasters of her personal life. 

“Ma’am, there have been some odd...rumors. The Gramiren supporters say the dead king’s heir—Broderick II, I suppose he would be, or ‘The King Over the Mountains,’ as they call him, is sending out envoys.” 

“What sort of envoys?” Moira took out a piece of scratch parchment and started taking notes. Myrcia was more than the land of her own birth. It was a major ally of the Empire, and the outcome of the current civil wars in the old Trahernian kingdom was of immense importance to Moira’s employer, the Immani Emperor Tullius. 

She barely even paused to consider the fact that the dead Gramiren king’s heir was Brodrick Jr., a nice enough boy she had met years ago during the same mission on which she had first fallen in love with Faustinus. 

Gina scrunched up her face. “Ma’am, it’s very odd, but...they say he’s sending out...priests.” Then the girl, careful as always with language, corrected herself. “Preosts, as they say. And monks and nuns, too.” 

Moira nodded. This sounded very wise, especially if the envoys were going to the Empire, where almost no sect or cult was so odd as to violate the fundamental and longstanding Imperial policy of religious toleration. If the Gramirens, currently the losing side in Myrcia’s civil wars, wanted to send secret agents to Presidium, there was no better cover than that of a cleric or monk. 

“Well done,” Moira said. “Keep looking into this. And if you find out anything, report it to me.” She paused, digging her fingernails into her palm under the desk. “Or report it to Legate Faustinus. Either of us will be fine.” 

If the girl had heard the hesitation, or seen the way Moira’s face flushed, she didn’t show it. “Oh, yes, ma’am. I know you and the Legate compare notes all the time.” 
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Sir Presley Kemp enjoyed the cool Argitis. Although today signaled the start of autumn, it had been a warm day, and the palace library with hundreds of guests was uncomfortably stuffy. Still, he found himself incredibly happy to be at the official imperial Equinox party. Since his retirement the month before, he found he didn’t quite know what to do with himself. 

In the past, he had always particularly liked quiet nights in with Grigory. But now, when he spent all day at the house, an evening in didn’t have the same appeal. Grigory, however, was even more of a natural homebody than he was, so after all day on campus teaching and dealing with students and other faculty members, Grigory was seldom in the mood to go out after work.

But no one could turn down an invitation from the emperor.

Of course, the emperor and empress, Tullius and Vita, were their old friends in addition to being their rulers. Tullius was also an old lover of Presley’s from the sad years he and Grigory had spent apart. Not that anything ever came of their old relationship other than friendship when Presley and Grigory moved to the Empire. Typically, the people of the Immani Empire didn’t practice strict monogamy. But as grateful as Presley and Grigory felt toward their adopted home, they had no interest in these customs with Tullius or anyone else. They had each other and that was all that mattered to them.

Presley did, however, need some distraction in his life since retiring as the head accountant for Crispus Rufus Stylianos, richest man in the world. And a good Equinox party was just the thing. He had left Grigory on the first floor of the grand library talking to another professor of Engineering at the university and made his own way up to the balcony overlooking the room. He saw business acquaintances and other accountants. He nodded to financial professionals he knew, but he hadn’t committed to a conversation yet. 

Instead, in between people watching, he scanned Tullius’s magnificent collection of books. He spotted a slim volume written by the hillichmagnar Caedmon Aldred about the Myrcian War of Independence that Presley hadn’t known existed. He’d just plucked it off the shelf when movement below caught his eye. He looked down to see Faustinus heading his direction with a broad smile. A second later, Faustinus rematerialized at Presley’s side thanks to a spell. 

“Happy Equinox,” Presley said, picking up the glass he’d set down on the bookshelf.

“And a happy Equinox to you, as well,” Faustinus returned, clinking his glass against Presley’s. “And a happy Broderick-Gramiren-is-dead to you, once again while we’re at it.”

Presley tapped their glasses together once more and they both drank.

“That really never gets old,” Faustinus said. “Let’s never stop toasting his demise.”

“Happily,” Presley added, before taking another sip. “I wish Duke Brandon had lived to see it, but at least it finally happened.”

“Indeed.”

Broderick Gramiren had been the bastard son of King Ethelred, Duke Brandon’s best friend. Presley had been working for Duke Brandon when Broderick had killed the duke’s sister and manipulated his mentally unstable stepmother into killing his half-brother and the legitimate heir to the throne. Faustinus had been there when this tragedy struck, but none of them had been able to prove Broderick a murderer. After that, Broderick bided his time, through the reign of Ethelred’s brother, Edgar. But when Edgar had died, leaving a child heir, Edwin, Broderick had pounced.

The civil war had been bloody and long, and the fighting still hadn’t ended. But through all the ups and downs and changes of fortune, Broderick had sat on the throne of Myrcia from 352 until earlier that year.

“To Robert Tynsdale,” Presley offered, raising his glass to the man who had finally assassinated Broderick.

“A true hero,” Faustinus added, raising his glass in return.

Robert Tynsdale, in fact, had been a hero to Presley for much longer than the past few months. Two decades earlier, he had helped Grigory escape the war in his homeland, Loshadnarod, and reunite him with Presley. Then he had been instrumental in getting them here to Presidium. What he owed Robert Tynsdale was incalculable, even before he returned Edwin Sigor to his throne.

“Have you heard from anyone in Formacaster lately?” Presley asked, referring to the capital of Myrcia.

“Well, I’m always hearing from Formacaster,” Faustinus chuckled. “But if you mean our good friends, such as the Dowager Queen Rohesia, I have not since I last saw you. Then again, I doubt she would write me and not include a letter in the same pouch to you.”

This was true. Presley and Queen Rohesia had known each other since he and Duke Brandon had helped arrange her marriage to the future King Edgar. And it had been the queen who helped coordinate Robert Tynsdale’s rescue mission of Grigory. For the past several years, she had been living in exile in the Empire with King Edwin, and although Presley had wanted nothing more than to see Edwin restored to his throne, he missed Rohesia’s company. But once Robert Tynsdale had killed Broderick, and Edwin’s invasion had taken Formacaster and driven Broderick’s wife and son from the kingdom, naturally, she had returned to Myrcia.

Her wisdom would be needed to help her son hold his throne, which could go back to Broderick Jr. given the right, or wrong, circumstances. Unlike his father, Broderick Jr. was a good man. He was also well liked and an excellent, battle-tested general, neither of which Edwin could claim to be. In fact, a large part of Edwin’s victory could only be attributed to the other top Gramiren generals not being on the field against him. Duke Lukas Ostensen, Broderick Jr.’s uncle, had fled the country with Broderick Jr.’s mother, Muriel, when Broderick the Usurper had been assassinated. They had gone south to the Kingdom of Annenstruk where they were related to the very rich king. If given the mind to, the King of Annenstruk could give Lukas, a brilliant battlefield commander, money and troops, and Edwin would once again be in serious trouble.

The other great Gramiren general who had not fought Edwin on his return was William Trevelyan. Edwin’s cousin, and the stupidest and least reliable man in Myrcia, Duke Aldrick Sigor of Newshire, had negotiated Trevelyan’s defection to the Sigor cause. Presley did not know all the details of the deal that had made this happen, but he was happy that Rohesia would be on hand to see that he remained true to Edwin, and his loyalty would not be left to Aldrick.

“Have you thought about going home?” Faustinus suddenly asked, pulling Presley from his reverie about the political situation in Myrcia.

The fact was, he had. While Broderick lived, Myrcia would never have been safe for him or Grigory. With Edwin now the ruling sovereign, he and Grigory would no longer be under threat of death, or worse, from the throne. However, Myrcia still had one other drawback. Although things had been lax in his hometown of Leornian, Myrcia was not open to committed, lifelong romantic relationships between two people of the same sex. On the other hand, society in the Empire was entirely welcoming of Presley and Grigory. They would never be as comfortable in Myrcia or anywhere else than right here in Presidium, where they had built a happy life over the past twenty years.

“Thought about and dismissed. I think Grigory and I are quite happy here in Presidium.”

Presley searched the floor below until he finally spotted Grigory. He was next to one of the large white pillars holding up the arched doorway over which a mural of one of Horatius’s great victories was painted. He was still as handsome to Presley as he had been that first day they’d met more than 30 years ago. At the moment he was only just smiling at something being said by the distinguished gentlemen who had joined Grigory and his colleague. Presley knew that smile. It might not seem like much, but he knew it meant Grigory was enjoying the conversation. How could he ever take Grigory away from this?

He felt his own grin as he turned back to Faustinus. The hillichmagnar had been following Presley’s gaze, and now he looked somewhat enigmatic. At that moment, Presley recalled that Faustinus was not so lucky as he was. Faustinus’s marriage was ending. When Presley had heard about Faustinus and Moira’s marriage, he had thought it a mistake, but as a friend to both, he had done his best to support them, although the impending divorce did not surprise him, unfortunately. It all served to bring home to Presley just how lucky he was, and that he would be a fool to change anything about his life with Grigory.

“Have you heard about the new Myrcian refugees making their way here to the Empire?” Faustinus asked.

“The old Gramiren supporters? They’re rather hard to miss.”

“Presley, dear! How good of you to come.”

Presley turned around just in time for Empress Vita to embrace him. She was still a stunningly beautiful woman with brown skin that glowed and curly black hair he expected had some help retaining its color. Her face was thin and the small crow’s feet at her eyes and smile lines around her mouth only made her look more distinguished.

Beside her, Emperor Tullius stood, looking mildly amused, as he often did at parties. He had allowed his hair to gray, and it appeared quite striking next to his tanned complexion. Although Presley had no lingering feelings for him romantically, he could not deny that Tullius was still remarkably handsome, even now in his late 50s.

“What are you two troublemakers chatting about?” Vita asked, kissing Faustinus on the cheek.

“Certainly not planning any trouble,” Faustinus answered with a wink at Tullius. “Actually, I was just asking Presley what he had heard about the new Myrcian refugees who have recently begun arriving in the Empire.”

“The religious men and nobles,” Tullius replied, slender eyebrow curving up. “I fear the situation might not be entirely settled for our friend, King Edwin.”

“What am I missing?” Presley asked. “Obviously, Gramiren nobles are leaving Myrcia now that the Sigors are back on the throne. But are they particularly causing trouble here? I would have thought the nobles looking to rebuild would have followed Muriel to Annenstruk.”

“Many have,” answered Tullius. “But the Gramirens are not without support here. Broderick was good for business, and the Sigors did not make themselves universally liked during their exile.”

Presley had to concede this point. Economically speaking, Broderick had been good for trade, and Edwin was young and decent but not hugely impressive. And then, of course, there was Elwyn, Edwin’s older half-sister. Even by Immani standards, the woman had always led a scandalous sex life. That was until she married the son of the most powerful man in the Immani Senate from one of the richest families in the Empire, very much against the family’s wishes.

“Are they trying to raise troops?” Presley asked. “Has someone written Rohesia?”

“Not yet. On both counts,” Faustinus chimed in. “But the people from the religious orders seem to be working directly for Broderick Jr. But never worry—Moira and I am on the job.”

Once again, Presley thought of Faustinus and Moira’s divorce. He appeared confident that they would be able to work together on this, but Presley couldn’t help noticing that Moira hadn’t come to the party. Maybe he was wrong to guess that she had done so in order to avoid Faustinus, but he knew Moira usually liked a party.

“But enough business for the night,” Faustinus announced with a grin. He looked over the balustrade at the teeming crowd below, and somehow in all the chaos managed to spot a full bottle of wine he levitated up to them. “Tonight is for celebrating and drinking and enjoying ourselves.” With a nod of his head at the bottle and a few muttered words in Old Trahernian, the typical language of magy, the wine began to refill their glasses.

“I very much agree,” Vita declared. Her glass had been filled first, and she now took a quick sip. “Mm. Presley. Is that something interesting?” she asked, nodding at the book Presley had forgotten he was holding.

“I’m not sure. I never knew that Caedmon wrote a book about the Myrcian War of Independence, but I assume it must be interesting.”

“Oh gods,” Faustinus said. He rolled his eyes and plucked the book from Presley’s grasp. “Tullius, you should be embarrassed to have this in your collection. It’s completely fraudulent. Caedmon would no sooner publish the lurid details of the war and King Edmund Dryhten’s sexual escapades than light himself on fire. Honestly, when we found the little cretin who had written this under Caedmon’s name—he was a pompous, second-rate Brigantian novelist—setting him on fire was exactly what I suggested to Caedmon we do with him.”

Everyone laughed, and it was Tullius who asked the obvious question. “So, what did you do to him?”

“Well, I’ll only tell you, if you all swear not to tell Caedmon, who merely gave the man a stern look and left.”

Presley had seen Caedmon’s stern look, and honestly, he thought it a fitting punishment. And if that look were turned on Presley, he knew without hesitation he would confess to Caedmon everything Faustinus was about to say. Not that he said any of this now.

“Clearly,” said Tullius. “Now tell us.”

“There are certain memory altering spells that are completely forbidden by Diernemynster, and I will admit, even I try to avoid. But I might have made an exception.” Faustinus paused, Presley assumed for effect, which worked as they all leaned closer. “I made him forget the proper conjugation of all irregular verbs. An apt punishment for a writer, don’t you think?”

Everyone burst out laughing. 
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Chapter 4
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Brother Hamon Friel had a lot of things to remember when he landed at Presidium. He had his map and a list of banks. And tucked into his trousers, under his long, gray and white habit, he had the packet with his warrant and the letters of introduction, and the coded message with the desired terms of the loan. He kept checking two or three times a minute to reassure himself the packet was still there, until it occurred to him that anyone watching would assume he was doing something rather lewd to himself, so he stopped. 

He kept practicing his Immani in his head, too; it had been a few years since he’d had any occasion to speak the language, and he didn’t want to sound like a complete fool when he spoke to Immani bankers. The king and queen were counting on him, and he didn’t want to let them down. 

Between the map, and the message, and worries about the language, it seemed inevitable he would forget something. And he managed to get nearly all the way through the dockside districts before he realized he had left his trunk on the ship. So, he turned around and went back, feeling like a complete fool. 

The city was laid out, in typical Immani fashion, in a regular grid of streets, but somehow he managed to get himself turned around, and it took him the better part of an hour to find the right dock again. There were so many of them! 

Hundreds of ships and boats lined the piers, all of them loading or unloading cargo or disgorging streams of hurried passengers. Sometimes the crowd grew so thick that it took Hamon five or ten minutes to walk a hundred yards. It overwhelmed and befuddled him, and when he finally got back to the right ship, he would have liked nothing better than to stay aboard and head home. 

Oh, to be back in the little courtyard garden of the monastery, outside Formacaster, where the only sound was the singing from the chapel, and a monk could be alone with his thoughts when he didn’t have work to do! 

But Brother Hamon didn’t have that luxury anymore. Formacaster was in the hands of the Sigors now, and the usurper was sending out spies to hunt down the rightful king and queen. If they were ever going to regain their throne, Hamon needed to find a bank to lend them the money to carry on the fight. 

It was a dangerous mission, though. This was a pagan land, with few Ivich believers. And beyond that, the Imperial government had long supported the Sigors over the Gramirens. Hamon had no idea whether the merchant banks of the Empire would want to lend King Broderick II any money. Or indeed, if they would even be allowed to. But he’d never know until he asked. And that was why he had come here. 

Not that he could complain about his fate. All the poor soldiers killed and maimed, and their widows and orphans could complain. And the courtiers and nobles who had been forced to give up their comfortable lives. And the royal family themselves, too. 

Poor King Broderick—losing his father to an assassin and finding out within days that half the country wanted the Sigors back. And poor Queen Therese, forced to go on the run while in the final month of her confinement, and giving birth to the rightful heir in a tent at the bottom of the Styrung Pass, instead of at Wealdan Castle. Attended in that hour of greatest distress by her husband and a local midwife, rather than by the royal physicians. And now she had to care for an infant in a dismal little safehouse, rather than in the clean, sumptuous royal apartments. Yes, if anyone had the right to complain, her majesty did. In comparison, Hamon’s journey was, at worst, a minor inconvenience. 

He had been told to go to an inn called the Black Eagle in the Septentrius district, an area of town that people had started calling “Nova Formacastra” due to the sheer number of refugees there. It took him three tries to find the right street, and he had to ask directions twice. But soon enough he saw women in embroidered Kenedalic headscarves shopping in the markets, and he heard the pungent oaths of his homeland drifting from the doors of taverns. 

He smiled, relieved that he had found the right place, and pleased to be back among his own people. But then he remembered that not all of these refugees were necessarily Gramiren supporters. The war had ravaged the countryside indiscriminately, and plenty of people had come to the Empire out of desperation, not because they disliked the rule of Edwin the usurper. The name of the inn was a good sign, though—a black eagle was the symbol of the old King Broderick, and now of the whole Gramiren family. 

The innkeeper, a big Immani man who spoke excellent Myrcian, confirmed this when Hamon asked for a room. Raising an eyebrow as he regarded Hamon’s monastic habit, he said, “You should know, most of our guests support King Broderick the younger, not Edwin.” 

The Leafa church kept officially neutral in the civil war, which meant the fiercest partisans on both sides tended to regard preosts, monks, and nuns with severe mistrust. Some of them were even driven to agnosticism and asked what was the good of having a church at all. Hamon couldn’t blame them; he struggled himself with the question of why Earstien had allowed the Sigors to triumph. 

Hamon carried his own trunk up to his tiny room and then, after checking to make sure the packet of letters was still secure under his clothes, he went back down to see about getting something to eat. The innkeeper pointed him to a menu chalked on a slate over the bar. Fried pork cost a dupondius, which was a little more than a Myrcian silver penny. And then potatoes and wine were extra. Hamon didn’t know how long he might have to stay in the city, so he selected some butter and black bread for a quarter-dupondius, and settled into a seat at a small, rickety table in the corner. 

He buttered his first slice and looked around the room. The handful of other guests were all either eating or were deep in conversation with people at their tables. All of them, that is, except for a rather pretty, petite young woman seated alone at the bar. He didn’t think she had been there when he had first come in. She had curly brown hair and big dark eyes, and she was staring at him. 

She gave him a wide, dimpled smile, rose from her seat, and flounced cheerfully up to his table to sit opposite him. “Hello,” she said. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said, looking around. “Was this your table?” 

“Not at all,” she replied. “I’m looking for someone to talk to.” Her Myrcian was excellent, with only a slight accent. She held out her hand. “My name is Gina.” 

After hesitating, he shook her hand. “I’m Hamon. Brother Hamon, as it happens.” 

He had a bad feeling where this was going. He might have spent eight years of his life in a monastery, but he had gone to live and work at court after that, and he had certainly traveled a great deal in the last few months. He knew all about the sort of girl who frequented inns, approaching men she didn’t know. 

He gave an embarrassed little cough and said, “So you don’t waste your time, you should know that this habit,” he tugged at his gray collar, “means I’ve taken a vow of celibacy.” 
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