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February 1-August 11, 375 M.E. 

When Elwyn Severa first heard the sleighbells, she ignored them. Somebody must be out on the main road, braving the cold on this snowy day. Elwyn loved the outdoors, and when the storm passed, she would probably go out for a walk around the garden and the frozen lake. But for now, she was happy to be indoors in the cozy, book-lined study she and her beloved husband, Paulinius, shared. 

With a blanket pulled over her lap, she had snuggled deep into a worn leather chair by the roaring fire. A low, cherrywood table in front of her was stacked high with books and notes, all meticulously annotated with little flags of colored paper according to a system she had invented. 

Paulinius paced up and down on the thick red and gold Sahasran carpet. He had missed several buttons on his shirt, revealing a good deal of his broad chest. Elwyn had to fight to avoid distraction whenever he threw his arms out in a dramatic gesture, and yet another button popped free. He was reading aloud from the original Immani text of a play called The Courtesan’s Honor, a light comedy of the previous century by Herminia Cesserona. 

He paused, frowning. Elwyn thought she heard sleighbells again, but before she could think anything of it, Paulinius reread the last line. 

“‘Ubi bene ibi patria.’ How would a Myrcian say that?” 

“Where things are good for me, there is my fatherland,” Elwyn translated freely. “But Myrcians wouldn’t say that. We like to say, ‘Home is where the heart is,’ but the sentiment isn’t the same, is it?” 

“Not exactly,” said Paulinius, taking a pencil from his pocket and making a note. “We might have to go with that, though, if we can’t think of....” His voice trailed off, and he looked past her toward the big leaded glass window that filled an entire wall behind his desk. “Is someone coming up the drive? I keep thinking I’m hearing bells.” 

She pushed the blanket off her lap and joined him at the window. To their shock, people were indeed traveling up the long, sweeping drive of the Villa Serenissima. A purple and gold sleigh, pulled by a magnificent pair of black horses, skated easily over the drifts, while six cavalrymen coaxed their mounts along in its wake. The soldiers wore shining silver cuirasses over black and purple tunics—the uniform of the Imperial Guard. 

“Finster’s balls! It can’t be.” Elwyn turned to face Paulinius, her shock mirrored in his own wide blue eyes. “We didn’t invite them out here and then forget, did we?” 

She had been so engrossed in the translation work that she wouldn’t have put it past herself. But Paulinius assured her that they hadn’t invited anyone at all to the villa recently, let alone the Emperor and Empress of the Immani. She took a pencil out of her hair and tossed it on the table. Then, with a tiny sigh of regret, she buttoned up Paulinius’s shirt for him, and they hurried down to the entrance hall to meet their unexpected guests. 

The sleigh came to a stop, and the emperor himself, Tullius Ursicanus, tossed the reins to a footman and climbed gingerly out. He moved like he was stiff and sore from the ride, and his deeply tanned face was red and chapped from the cold. But still, he was grinning like a schoolboy who had contrived to skip class. He helped his wife, Empress Vita, down, and together they waded through the snow and up to where Elwyn and Paulinius stood, bowing and curtsying in the front doorway. Tullius wore a red army tunic covered in gold braid, while Vita was bundled up in a long black cloak. A red fox-fur stole and a matching hat framed her dark, angular face, which creased with fine lines as she smiled and leaned in to kiss Elwyn on both cheeks. 

Elwyn wondered why the imperial couple had ridden out here to visit them in the suburbs of Albus Magnus. But contrary to what a lot of her acquaintances over the years might have thought, she knew how to perform the duties of a hostess. And one didn’t pepper guests—especially royalty—with questions like, “Why in the Void are you here?” right after they arrived. 

She led them into one of the front parlors, only to hear a yelp of surprise from across the room. The nurse, Daphna, must have brought the children in there for lessons, since they were growing tired of being cooped up in the nursery by the weather. Poor Daphna bobbed and curtsied, curtsied and bobbed, frantically picking up primers and toys with one hand while trying to corral her young charges with the other. Levana, not quite 3, sucked her thumb, unperturbed by this brush with the great and powerful. Emilia, age 6, hid behind a blue velvet couch and peeked out at Vita, who winked and smiled back. Julius, a precocious 9, left his math book on the cushioned window seat and hurried up to give Tullius a military salute, which the emperor returned with perfect solemnity. 

Another round of bows and curtsies, a few parental kisses, and some avuncular pats on the back from the emperor, and then Daphna managed to herd the children out of the parlor and back toward the nursery. 

No sooner had they left, however, than Tullius looked at Paulinius and said, in an entirely-too-casual tone, “The weather is quite bracing this morning. I wonder if we could take a turn around your courtyard for a minute or two.” 

Elwyn’s husband paled slightly, swallowed a few times, and then rallied to pour wine for everyone. Once they each had a glass, he gestured for Tullius to go first, and the two men headed out through the entrance hall in the direction of the villa’s little colonnaded courtyard. 

That left Elwyn alone with Vita. The empress loosened the stole around her neck and took the fur hat from her head. Her long, curly hair, secured in a tight bun with jade combs, was nearly all gray now, but there were still hints of its original jet black color. As she sipped her drink, Vita looked approvingly around at the hunting trophies on the walls. Elwyn had put most of them there. 

“It’s kind of you to receive us at such short notice.” Grinning, Vita added, “Your royal highness.” 

“Er...yes, of course, your majesty.” 

These days, Elwyn felt wrong-footed when people used her Myrcian royal title. She wasn’t entirely sure if she could still use it, and even if she could, she didn’t know if she wanted it. 

“How are the translations going?” asked Vita. “Your latest project is the complete works of Herminia Cesserona, is that right?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” said Elwyn. “We’ve gotten as far as The Courtesan’s Honor.” 

“Not one of Cesserona’s best, if we’re being honest,” said Vita. “But I suppose you can’t avoid that when you translate someone’s complete works. Tullius and I would be happy to write an introduction to the book when it comes out. Assuming you want it.” 

“A...an introduction? That’s...very kind, ma’am,” said Elwyn. 

That was a very generous offer, and this clear signal of imperial favor would probably mean a lot more sales, along with more favorable reviews in the fancy literary journals of the capital. Still, Elwyn wanted to know what the emperor and empress were doing at her house. She was trying to figure out a way to ask without seeming rude, when Vita reached into a pocket of her cloak and drew out a small letter with a cracked blue seal. 

“Your stepmother wrote to me and Tullius,” Vita said, turning the message over carefully in her dark, birdlike hands. 

“Queen Rohesia? I had a letter from her myself before the new year. How is she?” 

Vita flipped the letter over one more time, then held it out. “You can see for yourself.” 

Elwyn took the letter and opened it, instantly recognizing her stepmother’s prim, impossibly neat handwriting. Even though Elwyn traded letters with the woman several times a year, every time she saw those, crisp, flowing lines, she felt a stab of memory. 

Rohesia opened by asking about the health of Tullius and Vita, and of her various acquaintances at the Immani court. This took three quarters of the first page. Before she married Elwyn’s father, the late King Edgar, Rohesia had been the daughter of a Myrcian diplomat, and she knew virtually everyone who was anyone at the imperial court. Elwyn skimmed over this part to the third paragraph, where things started to get interesting. 


With the impending retirement of Sergius Talius, your diplomatic legate to Myrcia, I suppose you are already considering candidates for his replacement. I know what a trying process this can be, and I am sure the last thing you need is more unsolicited advice. 



“And yet,” thought Elwyn, “I bet you’re going to give some, anyway.” 


Everyone at the Myrcian court appreciated the frankness and openness of the outgoing legate. 



“No, they didn’t,” said Elwyn to herself. “He was a complete ass.” 


However, I do hope that when you select your new legate, you will find someone a bit more diplomatic. Someone a trifle more empathetic. Someone who truly understands the Myrcian mind. Someone King Edwin will be able to trust, as our two nations draw closer and formalize our shared desire for peace. At the same time, my son and his council are debating how to redistribute land that was given away by the usurper during our late, unfortunate civil war, and the wise counsel of a trusted diplomat could make a great deal of difference. 



Elwyn shook her head. She had no idea what it meant to “formalize our shared desire for peace.” Rohesia seemed to be hinting at something or other, but Elwyn didn’t feel like playing guessing games. 

“This is...interesting,” said Elwyn, holding out the letter without finishing the rest. “But why are you showing me this?” 

The empress smiled, declining to take the message back. “What would you say if I told you Tullius is going to offer the job to your husband?” 

“I..., um....” Elwyn swallowed a long drink of her wine. “I’d say you have a vivid imagination, ma’am.” 

“Indeed I do. But I’m not making this up. Or joking.” 

The letter slipped through Elwyn’s trembling fingers, and she had to set down her wineglass. “I never thought I’d go back,” she said softly. “I never wanted to go back.” 

“You’ve reconciled with your family, yes?” 

“With my sister. With Rohesia...mostly. But my brother.... With Edwin, things are still...difficult.” Elwyn picked up the letter and smoothed the folds in the paper. She let out a long, ragged breath, like wind over some lonely, desolate ruin. 

“Think of this as the perfect opportunity to work things out with him.” Vita fetched the bottle and topped off Elwyn’s drink. “Come now, dear. You and Paulinius have a greater destiny than translating old plays. When Tullius and I read what Rohesia wrote about finding someone who understands the Myrcian mind, we immediately knew who would be the right person for the job.” 

“I assume you mean Paulinius, because I barely understand my own mind sometimes.” 

“But Paulinius understands you, so that’s perfect then.” 

Elwyn picked up the wineglass and took another long drink. “There are a lot of people back there who never want to see me again.” 

“Oh, but there are a lot of other people who would love to see you, I’m sure.” Vita gestured at the letter. “Read on!” 


I have taken the liberty of writing to Sir Presley Kemp and Professor Grigory Sobol, asking that they return to Myrcia to participate in these upcoming delicate negotiations. I hate to disturb their well-deserved retirement, but you know as well as I do that their assistance will be invaluable. If it is not too much trouble, perhaps you and your new ambassador (once he has been chosen) might contact Presley and Grigory, as well, adding your voices to mine in requesting to borrow a little of their irreplaceable genius. 



“There you are,” said Vita, beaming. “Presley and Grigory might be going to Myrcia, too, and they love you. They’re taking an extended holiday in Teperum right now. You and Paulinius could easily make a stop there on your way to Myrcia. They’ll be expecting our ambassador to be some crusty old fart like Sergius Talius. Imagine how thrilled they will be when you and Paulinius turn up, instead!” 

“I...look, Vita, I....” Elwyn shook her head slowly, feeling dazed and drunk, even though she’d had less than half a glass of wine. So many difficulties presented themselves, fighting for space at the forefront of her mind. She started with the most obvious. “Vita, what about the children?” 

“Bring them along,” said the empress brightly. “Make a family holiday of it!” 

“That didn’t work out so well last time,” grumbled Elwyn. 

A few years earlier, Paulinius had served as a special diplomatic prefect to solve a succession crisis in a distant kingdom. Elwyn and the children (there had only been two then) had joined him, and it had proved to be far more dangerous than anyone had anticipated. She and Paulinius had almost died. And yes, in the course of the mission, she had reconciled with her little sister, Alice. But they probably could have done that without putting the children at risk of becoming orphans. 

From the direction of the inner courtyard, there came a stifled shout of laughter, a gasp, and then Paulinius’s voice, sounding pained: “Me? Sir, I don’t.... Sir, is this some kind of joke?” 

“Apparently Tullius has broken the news to your dear husband,” said Vita. “Shall we go join them?”

They went through to the open courtyard, where a low sandstone colonnade surrounded a deep pool and a bronze statue of Sophia, goddess of wisdom, that one of Paulinius’s illustrious ancestors had looted from a Thessalian temple. 

Paulinius was leaning against a column, as if worried he might otherwise fall over. The emperor paced the mosaic floor beside him, arms crossed, chuckling quietly to himself. 

“I need the best, my dear fellow, and you are it.” Tullius looked around and caught Elwyn’s gaze. “Both of you.” 

“The senate approved this, sir?” Paulinius ran both hands through his thick brown hair. 

“Yes.” The emperor’s smile faded. “We managed to achieve a quorum last night, in spite of the weather.” 

“And my father?” 

“I had a word with him, and he...agreed to abstain.” 

Paulinius’s father, Gaius Severus, was one of the richest and most powerful men in the world, and he had never quite forgiven his son and heir for running off and marrying a foreign princess with a notorious reputation. 

Elwyn saw the grimace on her husband’s face, and she knew what he was thinking. This appointment had cost the emperor something. Whether the cost was counted in promises granted or favors called in, or perhaps simply in surrendering his imperial pride, Tullius had paid a price to make Paulinius his legate to Myrcia. Tullius and Vita had been so kind and generous to Elwyn’s family, even when most of the rest of Albus Magnus society wanted nothing to do with them. Now, with a sinking feeling, Elwyn realized Paulinius couldn’t possibly turn down this job without making the emperor look like a fool. 

“Why didn’t he ask us first?” Elwyn thought. The answer came instantly: “Because then we could have said ‘no.’” And she didn’t feel quite so bad for Tullius after that. 

“Sir, this is very flattering,” said Paulinius desperately, “but I’ve never even been to Myrcia.” 

Tullius and Vita both laughed. The emperor said, “You’d be astonished how many ambassadors I appoint who’ve never visited the countries they’ve been posted to. It’s hardly a prerequisite for the job. Anyway, you speak the language fluently. And you’ve got someone close who can advise you on Myrcian customs.” He nodded at Elwyn. 

“I’m not sure I’m the person to tell anyone how to act at the Myrcian court,” said Elwyn. “I always had trouble with proper etiquette. I was quite famous for it, in fact.” 

“At one time,” said Tullius, “I was hardly the person to advise anyone how to act at my own court.” 

“Me, either,” said Vita, swirling her wine in its glass. 

“And yet, look at us now,” said Tullius, beaming. “It is remarkable how we sometimes arrive at the right thing to do by process of elimination.” 

“Myrcia is a very long way away,” said Paulinius. 

“Yes, I did study geography in my youth,” said Tullius. “I am aware of how far Albus Magnus is from Formacaster. That’s why I’m telling you now—so you have time to pack and make the journey in the style appropriate to the Empire’s official representative.” 

Paulinius stood up straight and walked over to take Elwyn’s hand. “Do you want to do this?” 

“Do you?” 

He gave the tiniest hint of a smile. “I asked first.” 

“We have our translation work,” she pointed out. “The publisher is expecting The Courtesan’s Honor soon.” 

“Take your books and notes with you,” said Tullius. “And don’t worry about the publisher. If they start bothering you, let me know, and I’ll threaten to revoke their printer’s license.” 

Vita slipped a slim arm around Elwyn’s shoulders. “Do you really want to go the rest of your life and never dance in the Palm Court of Wealdan Castle again? Or go boating on Lake Newlin? Or go to the ancient city of Leornian and...do whatever it is that people do there for fun?” 

“I suppose,” said Paulinius tentatively, “that it might be nice to meet your family and friends. And for the children, too.” 

That hit home inside Elwyn, right where her heart was. She had resigned herself to never seeing those people again, but now that she had the chance, she felt something dragging her back. 

“The Empire needs you,” said Tullius. “Myrcia needs you even more. And frankly, my dear Princess Elwyn, you need Myrcia.” 

“Then....” Elwyn bit her lip and looked up into her husband’s eyes. “Then I suppose we have to go, don’t we?” 
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The Bishop of Leornian finished his homily and looked down his long, thin nose at the mahogany casket before him, draped with the arms of the Dukes of Leornian. He cleared his throat, and then offered a prayer for the soul of the departed, concluding with a passage of scripture so familiar that many in the vast congregation joined in and murmured it along with him. 

“The twilight world is not our home. And the evil we do is done to those we have never truly seen. But then comes the dawn, and we rise to the Light, where all things are seen clearly.”

Servius Lepidus Faustinus did not say the words aloud, but he repeated them in his mind. He had said them over a number of graves, himself. Graves of people who had tried to kill him. Graves of people who had deserved a lot better than they had gotten in this world. Though he sometimes had his quibbles with the specific doctrines of the Ivich faiths, he believed the words of this scripture passage. And even if he hadn’t, he would never have mentioned his doubts openly. The words gave people comfort, though he was never quite sure why. They suggested that one’s entry into the afterlife would be a moment of supreme embarrassment and regret, discovering that the people one had hated in life were quite nice, deep down. 

Then again, Robert Dryhten, late Duke of Leornian, had been a good and decent man. Faustinus doubted the afterlife held many surprises for him. 

As the congregation rose to sing one last hymn, Faustinus’s wife, Countess Jennifer Stansted, took his arm with one hand, while she wiped her eyes with the other. Several rows ahead, Aldwin Dryhten, now Duke of Leornian, put an arm around his mother, the Dowager Duchess Elena, who seemed dazed and unsteady on her feet. 

Not many people occupied the section marked out for family. Elena was a southerner, from Haydonshire, and her family were still followers of the Gramiren usurpers. Last year, her younger brother, Baron Ostwick, had died in exile. He was buried far to the south in Sydensby, and Elena had been unable to attend the funeral. 

With the final hymn concluded, eight knights of the duke’s retinue came forward to bear him down the aisle to the waiting hearse. Robert would be laid to rest with his forefathers in the castle chapel of the Bocburg, not here in the great Finster Cathedral. After the coffin came Robert’s squires, carrying his sword, helmet, and shield. Then his young pages with his gold privy councilor’s collar and his orders of knighthood on embroidered pillows. Finally, came the family, along with King Edwin, his wife, Queen Irena, and his mother, Queen Rohesia. 

Everyone filed out of the cathedral to find a relentless, cold sleet falling. The royal family had their carriage, and the elderly Duchess of Keneburg had a sedan chair, but everyone else would be walking. Courtiers huddled under the front portico as they waited to form up for the grand procession back to the castle. 

Sergius Talius, the outgoing Immani ambassador, looked up at the sky and swore. “Good gods. If there’s one thing I’m not going to miss, it’s fucking Trahernian weather. How is this supposed to be spring?” 

The new duke, Aldwin, saw Faustinus and shook his hand. “Lord Marius, good to see you. Lady Stansted, thank you for the lovely note and the flowers. My mother very much appreciated them.” 

The duke did not address Faustinus by his real name, because like nearly everyone else at the funeral, he believed Faustinus to be a young Immani nobleman named Julius Marius, rather than a centuries-old sorcerer. 

One of the pageboys walked by, now wearing a flat, floppy hat as part of his livery. With each step the hat slipped farther down over his eyes, but the boy had his hands full with regalia and couldn’t adjust it. Faustinus mouthed a quick pressure spell, and the hat moved back into place. Jennifer, who had noticed, nudged his elbow in a warning sort of way. 

Dowager Queen Rohesia came over to give her condolences once again to Duke Aldwin. “A lovely ceremony,” she said. “Although it’s too bad about the weather.” She glanced at Faustinus. “It reminds me of spring in Terminium.” 

“Indeed it does,” said Faustinus. He had met her there, up on the high Cruedruan Plateau, nearly forty years ago. Rohesia was one of the few people who knew his secret. But he couldn’t mention their history in front of Aldwin, because “Julius Marius” wasn’t supposed to be old enough to have been in Terminium at that time. 

Everybody found a place in line, and the procession started out through the freezing rain, splashing through puddles of slush in the square and the city streets. They were not going straight back to the Bocburg, however. For some reason, the guilds of the city of Leornian wanted to have a special ceremony in the late duke’s honor, and neither the dowager duchess nor the new duke had felt able to say “no.” 

In Redwald Square, near the riverbank and the Redwald Bridge, the local authorities had commissioned a grand equestrian statue of Duke Robert’s father, Duke Brandon Dryhten. It hadn’t been finished yet; there was only a bare granite plinth. At the base of this, the city fathers had set up a small covered stage with rows of seats for the duke’s family and the heads of all the major guilds. Everyone else, even the royal family, would have to stand in the open. 

Once everybody was in place, and the hearse had been parked before the stage, the lord mayor got up and spoke about everything Duke Robert had done for the city, including supervising its recovery after a ruinous siege during the civil war. Later this year, the city would commemorate the twentieth anniversary of the end of that siege, and as the mayor said, it was a true shame that Robert would not be here for the occasion. 

The speech began well, but the mayor went on and on, and a bitterly cold wind came up off the river. Jennifer drew close to Faustinus, and in spite of her warm cloak, she was starting to shiver. Ice clung to her long red braids. 

Behind them, Faustinus heard a low, grumbling voice say, “Will this never end?” And he knew, before he looked around, that the speaker was his old friend Caedmon Aldred. Like Faustinus, Caedmon was a hillichmagnar, or sorcerer, and Faustinus had felt his magy approaching through the crowd. 

Looking from Jennifer to Caedmon, Faustinus said, “Listen, why don’t we find somewhere else to be for a while? I’ve got just the place in mind.” 

The three of them made their way out of the crowd and hurried west along Sewell Street, huddled against the wind. Both Caedmon and Faustinus could have cast spells to keep the sleet off, but their destination wasn’t far away. Down a few more blocks, in an alley off Crown Street, they reached an ancient tavern with sagging bay windows and a mossy slate roof. A sign by the front door proclaimed this to be the “World-Famous Sparrow & Shield,” which had once been “Ye Favorite Haunt of Edmund Dryhten, First King of Myrcia.” 

“Of all the taverns in this city, this is the one you choose?” asked Caedmon, raising an eyebrow. 

“I’m not sure about this place,” said Jennifer, scanning the sign doubtfully. 

“Oh, come on.” Faustinus opened the door, and the scent of roasting sausages and spilled beer wafted out into the alley. 

He led the way and easily found them a good table. The place was mostly empty today, with only a few groups of people in black and gray—farmers and minor merchants who had gone to the ceremony at the cathedral, but weren’t socially prominent enough to stand in the freezing cold and listen to the lord mayor bloviate. 

The wall over the table was covered in banners and miniature tournament shields. Across the room hung a fanciful painting of King Edmund, founder of Myrcia, leading his troops at the Battle of Oasestadt, three hundred and seventy-five years ago. It didn’t look anything like the real battle, which Faustinus knew, because he had been there. Caedmon had been there, too. He saw the painting and scowled, his thick auburn eyebrows casting his eyes in deep shadow. 

One of the serving girls came over to tell them about the day’s specials. She had on a bright red wig and a tight green dress cut very low in the front. This costume, as she explained, represented Duchess Shaela of Keneburg (a distant ancestress of the one attending the funeral in her sedan chair at that very moment). Around the tavern, other serving girls were dressed as Maud Dryhten, first Queen of Myrcia, and Countess Cliona Halifax of Haydon. All three of these famous women had been lovers of King Edmund, a man of memorable appetites. 

When the girl left with their orders, Faustinus looked around, chuckling at the garish décor and all the fake historical relics. “I remember when this was an actual tavern of ill repute—someplace people would go because they wanted to get deeply, tragically inebriated. Back before the owners made it a parody of itself.” He glanced at Caedmon. “Remember that time when we came here with Edmund, and he got so drunk he couldn’t remember the way back to the Bocburg?” 

“I remember several such occasions,” said Caedmon disapprovingly. 

Jennifer gave a polite little cough and leaned closer to Faustinus. “Julius, my dear, maybe you shouldn’t go around in public talking about things that happened hundreds of years before you were supposedly born. You never know who might be listening.” 

“Like me, for example,” said a light, sweet feminine voice. “But then again, I know everybody’s secrets already.” 

They all spun around to see a curvy blonde woman step out of the shadows in a tight black dress that was somehow cut even lower in the bodice than the one their waitress had been wearing. She carried a long fur cloak over one arm, covered in sleet and snow, and she unceremoniously dropped it on the back of Faustinus’s chair. He gasped at the sudden chill and jumped forward in his seat. 

“Vittoria!” cried Jennifer, leaping to her feet and giving the girl a hug. “What are you doing here?” 

Reaching into a hidden pocket of her dress, Vittoria produced several small envelopes. “Routine messages, I’m afraid.” 

She handed them over to Faustinus. Vittoria Spontina was an Emissaria, a title that literally translated as “messenger girl.” But she did a great deal more than deliver Faustinus’s mail. She worked for him as part of a shadowy Immani intelligence organization, as well as for an equally shadowy bank that he and his partners had founded. As the most senior agent still in the field, she had a lot of demands on her time, so she rarely made it to this part of the world anymore. 

Jennifer looked her up and down, admiring her dress without a hint of jealousy. They had known each other for many years—longer than Faustinus had been pretending to be “Julius Marius,” in fact. 

“Why are you all dressed up?” Jennifer asked. Usually the Emissariae wore practical riding clothes when they were on the job. Jennifer’s eyes landed on Vittoria’s bulging bodice. “You’re not working at this tavern now for some reason, are you?” 

“What, this old thing?” laughed Vittoria, running a hand over her sleek dress. “I planned to infiltrate the funeral cortege to deliver those letters. Then I saw Queen Rohesia, and she told me she saw you three slip away in this direction.” 

Faustinus quickly scanned the messages, and he found them entirely routine and boring, as Vittoria had indicated. Nothing important, unfortunately. Glancing up at the girl, he asked, “Any news about who the new diplomatic legate to Myrcia will be? Even rumors would be helpful.” 

“Nothing yet, sir, but I’ve been hanging out up north. You people at court will probably hear about that before I do. I passed Robert Tynsdale on the road yesterday, coming from the Empire. He seemed a bit tight-lipped. Even more so than usual, I mean. So, he might know something.” 

Baron Robert Tynsdale was an illegitimate son of a previous King of Myrcia, and he did the same kind of jobs for the Myrcian royal family that Vittoria and her colleagues did for the Empire. 

Jennifer invited Vittoria to pull up a chair and join them, but the Emissaria said she had better get going. She had other messages to deliver, and she also wanted to get out of her fancy funeral dress before it got ruined by the weather. 

A minute after she left, the waitress returned with their drinks: whiskey for Faustinus and Jennifer, weak malt beer for Caedmon. Then she brought heaping plates of sausage and fried potatoes. Jennifer and Faustinus attacked the food with a will. Caedmon used a minor cutting spell to dissect one of the sausages without having to touch it. He peered closely at the glistening interior, then shrugged, speared it with a fork, and took a bite. 

As Faustinus chewed the dubious meat, his thoughts turned to what Vittoria had said. After a quick swig of whiskey to wash down the sausage, he turned to Caedmon. “I don’t like not knowing who the new ambassador will be. Tullius has been playing this entirely too close to the vest. I sent him my exhaustive list of potential candidates, and he never responded. Oh, well. Hopefully it won’t be some foul-tempered old fart like Sergius Talius.” 

“The probabilities,” said Caedmon, “suggest there is little chance the new legate could possibly be worse than the old one.” 

“Indeed.” Faustinus wiped his greasy fingertips. “Look, when the new legate does get here, we’re going to have to work together with him to convince the rest of the council to support my mutual defense treaty. I mean, it really is the best thing for both Myrcia and the Empire. Don’t you agree?” 

“I can certainly see its benefits,” said Caedmon slowly. “But I also understand why some people are less than enthusiastic about supporting it.” 

“But you are going to help me win over the holdouts on the council, yes?” 

Caedmon looked at the sliced sausage on his plate, gave a little sigh, and nodded. Faustinus grinned. 

“Honestly, if you two are going to talk about council business,” said Jennifer with a yawn, “then I might as well have stayed in Redwald Square and listened to the lord mayor’s speech.” 

“You could go back to the Bocburg and see how the children are doing,” suggested Faustinus. 

Her green eyes narrowed. “Or, you could check on the kids, and Caedmon and I could go find a better tavern.” 

Caedmon smiled and raised his mug of malt beer to her. 

“Actually,” she said, changing the subject, “to be fair, this place isn’t what I expected. I’ve never been in here before, but I’ve heard about it. It always sounded so disgustingly twee, but it’s not half bad. It’s...fun.” 

“You really should have seen it in Edmund Dryhten’s day,” said Faustinus. 

Jennifer put a finger to her lips, then smacked his arm. 

“The last time I visited this tavern,” said Caedmon, “was twenty years ago, during the siege. Once, for some reason I cannot recall, the council chose this place to meet. Afterward, I walked back to the castle with Duke Robert Dryhten. He confessed to me that he worried he would fail, that he would let his people down and disgrace the Dryhten name.” 

“Oh, poor fellow,” said Jennifer. “He needn’t have worried. I mean, we didn’t win the battle, but he didn’t disgrace his name at all.” 

“Robert certainly had nothing to be ashamed of in that regard. Maybe he’ll never have an equestrian statue in this city. But on the other hand,” Faustinus gestured toward the bar, “there will never be a tavern where the serving girls dress up like his romantic conquests.” 

“A fair point,” said Caedmon. “What about you, ‘Marius’? When did you last grace this establishment?” 

Faustinus thought about it, and then he let out a soft, rueful laugh. “During the Loshadnarodski War, as it happens. Twenty-seven years ago. I took my young squire here, because I thought it would be amusing to see his reaction. He was mortified, of course.” Glancing at Jennifer, Faustinus went on. “That was Broderick Gramiren the younger, you know. The one whose father usurped the throne. The one who’s still in exile, claiming—” 

“Yes, I know he was your squire,” hissed Jennifer, “and I know he’s the pretender to the throne. But if you keep talking about things like that, you might as well walk around with a sign bearing your real name, my dearest, darling ‘Julius’!” 

“Oh, sometimes you’re no fun.” 

Faustinus finished his drink, and was about to order another, when they heard the distant sound of a brass band playing a slow funeral dirge. It seemed to be getting closer. 

“Shit,” said Jennifer. “The funeral!” She leapt to her feet and went to find their serving girl. 

In a minute, they had paid their bill and were back outside, hurrying up the alley. The sleet had turned into snow, which was a definite improvement, in Faustinus’s opinion. 

He watched the band pass, then the hearse drawn by eight white horses. Then the family and the royal carriage and the Duchess of Keneburg in her sedan chair. Faustinus matched his pace to that of the procession, and he led Jennifer and Caedmon out of the alley and into the long files of mourners, as if they had been there the whole time. 
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The band of minstrels played “The Old Colwinn Ferry” as the knights unloaded Robert’s coffin. Fifty men-at-arms came to attention, and hundreds of mourners stood in ragged ranks of black and gray around the courtyard of the Bocburg. Pedr Byrne, Earl of Iver and heir to the Duchy of Keneburg, looked up at a blank spot high on the far battlements and studied it furiously until he had his emotions under control and the urge to cry had passed. 

The coffin disappeared inside the castle chapel, where Robert would join his ancestors in the crypt. Pedr had looked in there earlier that morning, and one of the soldiers had shown him how they could take up a slab in the floor and lower the casket by ropes. The mourners would have to go down a narrow spiral staircase. 

That would be a small, private service for members of the Dryhten family, the royal family, and the privy council. Pedr was on the council, but he wouldn’t be going down to the crypt. He would be staying up here, because someone had to look after his mother, Flora Byrne, Duchess of Keneburg in her own right. She would never be able to negotiate that stairway. And even if she could have, Pedr wasn’t sure she would be welcome. 

He felt a stab in the toe of his boot, and he looked down to find his mother was jabbing him with the point of her walking stick. As a sop to his mother’s vanity, the stick was wrapped in red cloth to look like an umbrella, but everyone knew what it was. She didn’t have an actual umbrella with her, so back at Redwald Square, when she leaned out the window of the sedan chair to hear every blasted word of that interminable speech, Pedr had been obliged to cover her with his own umbrella. Which meant he was now soaked to the bone. 

“Pedr, I need to find a privy,” she said, leaning again from the sedan chair’s window. Her bright red hair, dyed brighter than the cloth on her walking stick, struck a discordant note on this somber day. As did her voice, which pretty much everyone in the courtyard must have heard. 

Pedr helped her out, letting her lean heavily on his arm. Or as heavily as she could. She was surprisingly thin these days, a fact that worried him. Dorea, Pedr’s wife, came around to take his mother’s other arm, but Flora waved her off, wanting to use her cane, instead. Then his mother spent a minute arranging Dorea’s black headscarf to her own satisfaction. 

Looking across the courtyard, Pedr saw his younger brother, Andras Byrne, Earl of Arven, join the line to enter the chapel. Pedr glared at him, willing the fellow to look around and catch his eye so that Pedr could wave him over and ask him to help. But Andras seemed oblivious, chatting with other nobles around him. To be fair, Andras was on the council, too. But he had never been as close to Duke Robert as Pedr had. 

Ten years ago, with the Gramiren usurper dead, and his son and family chased into exile, Pedr had gone to the royal court to swear allegiance. He had faced a pretty chilly reception there, thanks to his mother’s habit of switching sides in the war whenever the mood took her. But Robert had welcomed him like an old friend, and then, when King Edwin had named Pedr to the council, Robert had acted as his mentor, explaining procedure and giving him advice on how to present his ideas to best effect, even when Robert didn’t necessarily agree with those ideas. 

“Come along, now, Pedr,” said his mother, tugging on his arm. “You can’t keep an old lady’s bladder waiting.” 

As they headed toward a different door of the old palace, his mother pointed over toward the stables. “Oh, look,” she cried. “There’s Vittoria Spontina. Vittoria? Vittoria! Hello!” She waved a gnarled hand, and the Immani girl, already trotting out on a big brown mare, waved back as she headed for the main gate. In a stage whisper that could have been heard back in Formacaster, his mother added, “She’s that spy who slept with Lawrence Swithin right after I threw him over.” 

“Yes, Mother,” said Pedr, wincing. “Yes, I remember who she is.” 

“She was trying to give him advice on how to run the war,” Flora continued. “Shame he didn’t take any of it. Poor Lawrence. As clueless on the battlefield as he was in bed.” 

“Mother, honestly,” groaned Pedr. “Keep your voice down.” 

“What? You think it’s a secret that Lawrence was a terrible captain general? He’ll tell you that himself.” 

He and Dorea got his mother to the privy, down a long hallway lined with old armor and curio cabinets, and past the inner door to the chapel. On their way back, Pedr suggested they could slip in the back of the chapel and at least see the service, but Flora said they might as well go to the great hall and “find the good whiskey before anyone else gets there.” 

“Once Margaret Llamu starts drinking,” she added, referring to the late duke’s sister, “there won’t be a drop of quality liquor left in this castle.” 

“Now, Mother,” said Dorea reprovingly, “Countess Margaret is a lovely woman.” 

“Yes, in that narrow window of time between her third round and her fourth,” said Pedr’s mother. “Before that, she’s a bitch. After that, she’s useless.” 

As they passed the door to the chapel again, Pedr looked in and saw Andras sitting right up front next to King Edwin. Andras’s wife, Donella, was sitting between Queen Irena and Duchess Elena. Donella was the daughter of Broderick Gramiren, the late usurper. Her brother was, even now, plotting his return from exile. Andras’s title, Earl of Arven, had been a wedding present from Broderick. But Andras and Edwin had become close friends during the war, and Donella was.... Well, in fairness, Donella was very sweet. Dorea loved her. Then again, Dorea loved pretty much everyone. 

Pedr, his mother, and Dorea found the great hall of the Bocburg nearly empty. Flora tottered to the nearest drinks table and considered all the different whiskeys on offer. Pedr looked around the room, taking in the old hammerbeam roof, blackened from the smoke of centuries of feasts, the high windows overlooking the river, and the paintings of great Dryhtens of the past. 

On the far wall, behind the high table, hung a large painting of Duke Brandon Dryhten, Duke Robert’s father. Pedr was old enough to remember Duke Brandon. Everyone had respected and admired him. Duke Robert had once confessed to Pedr that he had spent his whole life feeling as if he didn’t quite measure up. Pedr could certainly understand that feeling. 

His mother, following his gaze, said, “Brandon would have hated that painting.” 

Pedr nodded. Brandon had died when Pedr was only 15, but even so, he had known the old duke well enough to know he hadn’t wanted any sort of grand memorial. 

“He would have hated that stupid statue they’re building in Redwald Square even more,” Flora went on, pouring herself a glass of the most expensive Annenstruker whiskey. “But the guilds proposed the damned statue, thinking it would be some tremendous honor. And everyone who knew Brandon thinks it’s stupid, and they know Brandon would have hated it. But Robert was sentimental, wanted to honor his father, so he let them start building it.” Pedr’s mother shook her head. “Honestly, sometimes Robert was hopeless.” 

Pedr raised an eyebrow and looked down at her. “So, if anyone proposes a grand statue of you when you’re gone, what should I tell them?” 

She laughed. “I’m no Brandon Dryhten. If they build a statue of me, tell them to make my tits bigger and plate the whole thing in gold.” 

A few minutes passed, long enough for Flora to finish her first whiskey and start a second, and courtiers began drifting into the hall. First in ones and twos, then in whole groups. A few were still crying, but after that long series of ceremonies lasting all morning, they mostly looked relieved to see the drinks and buffet tables. 

Only a few people waved or bowed in the direction of Pedr’s mother. Fewer still stopped by to say “hello” or trade a few polite words about how nice the funeral had been. When the royal family arrived, King Edwin wouldn’t even look at Flora. Queen Rohesia stared resolutely in the other direction. Queen Irena, on the other hand, gave them an icy blue glare as she passed close by. “Hello, Dorea,” she said. “Hello, Pedr.” She looked straight at Flora, pursed her lips, and walked on. 

“Magnificent,” said Flora, when the royal party was still in earshot. “You rarely see real, determined bitchiness like that anymore. Irena could hold her own against the biggest cunts of my era, like Muriel Gramiren.” She laughed. “And me.” 

To Pedr’s growing mortification, his mother kept up a steady stream of observations about the courtiers and the royal family, even though people could obviously hear her. 

“Oh, look: there’s William and Lilianne Trevelyan. William really traded up with his second wife, didn’t he?” 

“Mother....” 

“Lilianne is prettier than Princess Alice. Surely you agree.” 

“Mother, please....” 

“You know what I’ve always said about the late King Edgar’s children. Elwyn had the luck to get her mother’s looks and her mother’s brains. Edwin got his mother’s looks and his father’s brains. And poor Alice got her father’s looks and her father’s brains.” 

“Mother, that is really unfair! Alice is very smart, and she’s considered one of the loveliest women in Myrcia by everyone at court, and—” 

“I notice you can’t dispute what I said about Edwin.” Pedr’s mother burst out in a wild laugh that made everyone in the room turn and stare. “Fine, fine. Alice is a lovely girl. But she’s also a damp rag. Elwyn was the only one ever worth a damn.” 

“Perhaps,” said Dorea tactfully, “we might go back to our rooms for a nap. I know I’m feeling tired after all this—” 

“Not yet, not yet,” grumbled Flora. “Don’t rush me. I’ll drink myself to sleep in a few minutes.” 

With narrowed eyes, she followed Jennifer Stansted and her Immani husband, Julius Marius, crossing the hall to join Queen Rohesia and Duke Aldwin by one of the tall windows. 

Flora leaned closer to Pedr. “What are you hearing about this treaty with the Immani? This mutual defense pact that Jennifer Stansted’s husband is pushing. What are people saying?” 

“I...I don’t really know,” said Pedr, lowering his voice in the hopes his mother might notice and lower hers, too. “Some people are for it. Some people are against it.” 

“Who?” One of her eyebrows shot upward. “Who’s against it?” 

“Mother,” sighed Pedr, “I’m not sure this is the appropriate place to discuss politics.” 

“What do you mean?” His mother waved a hand around at the great hall. “This was the throne room of the Kings of Leornian. There are literally the old thrones right there at the front of the room. People have been talking about politics in here for centuries.” 

“Yes, but not quite so loudly,” said Pedr. 

Flora made a harrumphing noise. “Don’t know why I should keep my voice down. Nobody cares what I think these days, anyway.” 

“Oh, Mother, that’s not true,” said Dorea, as she fetched a refill for Flora’s whiskey. 

Flora thanked her with a nod and a smile, then gestured with her glass at the group over by the window. 

“That Julius Marius. The way he talks, his mannerisms. The way he knows Myrcian and Immani etiquette, and he knows when to ignore them both. The way he looks at you like he knew your grandparents, and he knew what they would say about you if they were still alive. He’s always reminded me of...someone.” 

“Oh, who?” 

“You see it, too, don’t you? Tell me you recognize him.” 

“Um....” Pedr quickly tried to think of a famous Immani person. “Horatius, the first emperor?” 

“Honestly, Pedr, sometimes I despair of you. How in the Void could I know the mannerisms of Emperor Horatius? The man died more than six centuries ago. I may be old, but I’m not that fucking old.” 

“Alright, then, who does Lord Marius remind you of?” 

“I’m not telling. You won’t believe me unless you see it for yourself.” 

Pedr rolled his eyes. Once again he’d failed some weird little test—a test he couldn’t possibly have studied for. His mother had always done this kind of crap, but in the last couple years, she had started doing it much more often. 

“You know, Pedr,” said his mother, “you and Dorea really should try to circulate. Go talk to some people.” 

He gaped at her. “I...I would, but...I mean, I’m trying to help you!” 

“Oh, don’t worry about me,” she said. “Get me a little more whiskey. And see if they have sausage rolls at the buffet table.” 

“Um...sure,” he said. 

“Oh, and maybe some fruit.” 

“Got it,” he said, starting across the hall. 

“But not melons,” she called after him. “They give me gas.” 
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It was over. Robert lay beneath stone next to their father and mother, diagonally from their murdered Aunt Hildred, and across the crypt from the most notorious queen in the history of the kingdom. Robert had never had the notoriety of any of them, but he had been as good as the best men in Myrcia. In a generation, she doubted anyone would remember him as they would those who came before, and that thought made Margaret want to cry more than anything else had that day.

But Margaret Llamu, nee Dryhten, would hold it together in memory of her beloved brother. Earstien knew at this point her exhaustion had reached levels that she had hitherto thought impossible. Word had reached her hundreds of miles away in Newshire two weeks ago of Robert’s sudden death. She had barely spared time to jot notes to her husband and son that she would be heading to Leornian before departing. The trip upriver had given her time to compose herself and figure out what would be required once she reached her childhood home. And thank Earstien she had been given that time.

She’d arrived in Leornian two days before the funeral was meant to take place to find the Bocburg in chaos. Her brother’s widow, Elena, provided no help, and Margaret’s nephew, Aldwin, the new Duke of Leornian, was a sweet boy, but not really ready for an event of this magnitude. And certainly not one happening without warning. His lovely wife, Henrietta, could be counted on as a dependable helper, but as for taking the lead.... Well, that lay outside her skill set.

So, Margaret had assumed command of the funeral. She had grown up in Leornian, and been her parents’ only daughter, so she had received all the training a young lady could want in running a large, important household. There had even been a time when the King of Myrcia was without wife or daughter (legitimate) when she had organized functions at court. This was the kind of moment she had been bred for, and she was in the home of her birth. She could organize it all without a problem.

No matter what some people might think.

Margaret sighed as she reached out to place her hand against Robert’s plaque on the wall of the crypt. He was buried. That much was over. But there were still hundreds of people, including the king, upstairs. Margaret may have survived the long service, the even longer procession back to the Bocburg, and the interminable speech by the mayor, but the day was not over. She needed to go hostess for many more hours. At least upstairs, she would be able to get a whiskey.

She patted her parents’ plaques, nodded to Aunt Hildred, and thought about going over to see Queen Merewyn’s memorial as well. But the extra steps seemed too much today, and she had a long, narrow staircase in her future. Blowing out the last candle, Margaret began the climb.

But halfway up the stairs, she found her sister-in-law Elena, breathing hard and trembling as she leaned against the wall. Taking in her utterly pale face, Margaret worried she might be planning a second funeral while on this visit.

“Elena, are you alright?”

Elena didn’t react until Margaret’s hand landed on her arm, and then she jumped. But when she looked up and saw Margaret, she smiled weakly. “Oh, it’s just you. Then I can be honest. No. I am not alright. I doubt I ever will be again.”

Not knowing what to say, Margaret patted her arm.

“I’m sure you understand, though.”

Margaret nodded. “Robert was a wonderful man.”

“No. Well, yes, but I meant as a married woman, you understand. If you lost Charles, I’m sure you would feel just as lost.”

Margaret thought about this. She and her husband liked each other well enough. They’d been faithful to one another for decades. But since he had retired and turned the running of the fortress of Keaton Fastenn over to their son, Kyle, she and Charles had kept separate households. He liked his hunting lodge up in the mountains. She preferred her quiet country estate in the lowlands. They didn’t live apart because they hated each other. However, they didn’t bother to live together because they had no fondness for each other. Now seemed like a poor time to explain this to her brother’s widow, though.

“Do you need some help getting up the stairs?” Margaret asked. “Here, take my arm.”

Elena clasped Margaret’s arm as firmly as her frail fingers allowed. “I don’t know how long I will be able to stay and entertain the guests. Robert was so beloved, and I am unspeakably grateful for so many people coming, especially as my own family could not. But I cannot face such a crowd.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. You vanish whenever you need to and leave it all to me.”

Elena shook her head. “This has been so much for poor Henrietta.”

Margaret bit her tongue. Poor Henrietta had done virtually nothing, but the girl couldn’t be blamed for not knowing how to do what she simply didn’t know how to do. Again, though, there was no reason to say any of this aloud.

“I’ll keep an eye on her.”

“That’s very nice of you to offer,” Elena said, but Margaret caught a hint of condescension in the tone. Elena was one of those people who seemed to have forgotten that when Countess Margaret Llamu put her mind to a thing, she was quite competent. In these past few days, Elena had been too distraught to notice everything Margaret had done. But she hadn’t done it for praise or thanks. She had done it in memory of her brother. No need to correct Elena.

“If I can be honest, I don’t have the energy for large events anymore,” Elena confessed. “I was already dreading the big twentieth anniversary remembrance this summer when I thought Robert would be here to help.”

Twenty years ago this coming May would mark the anniversary of the siege of Leornian. It had been a horrible time. Fear, hunger, dead friends, at the end of which, Robert had been forced to surrender their family’s home. The defeat had crushed her brother, and it had taken another ten years for the rightful king, Edwin, to return to power. Celebrating such a heartbreaking defeat struck Margaret as a curious choice, even if that loss had eventually been righted. But the king wanted what he wanted, and he wanted to commemorate his ten years back on the throne together with twenty years since the siege. It would be an event at least as big as this funeral, with far more moving parts. Elena would never recover in time, and Henrietta wouldn’t be prepared.

The great hall was a lively, if respectful, buzz. Luckily, a spot at the long family high table at the front still had an empty chair for Elena. Margaret deposited her there in the company of Henrietta and some friends. Now to go hostess, because someone from the family had to.

Before she could do more than shake a few hands, though, her son, Kyle, came up and kissed her on the cheek.

“How are you holding up, Mother?”

“I believe the phrase ‘as well as can be expected’ suits rather well.” Actually, she could be doing better if she could make it over to the drinks table, but, oh well.

“It’s nice so many people could make it. I wish all my girls could have been here, but....” He shrugged.

Maggie, her namesake, in fact, was the only of her four granddaughters who made the trip to Leornian. The oldest two—Olive and Hildred—were in school at Atherton, and by the time word would have reached them and they’d gotten packed and made the journey, the funeral might well have been over. The youngest, Claire, had remained at home with her mother, suffering from some sort of illness. Margaret assumed her daughter-in-law simply did not want the bother of a family funeral.

“What are Olive’s plans in May?” Margaret asked, somewhat embarrassed to realize she had no idea what her oldest granddaughter intended to do when she finished school in a little over a month. Margaret had taken her grand tour to the Empire after she finished, but she didn’t know if Olive planned the same.

“She’s decided to go directly to court. I offered a trip—the Empire, even Sahasra Deva if she preferred, but she said she wants to go to Formacaster.”

Olive was a sweet girl, if a bit naive the last time Margaret had seen her. Court could very well eat her alive. Kyle seemed to be thinking something along the same lines.

“What if you went to court and got her settled in?”

“Me? I haven’t spent any real time at court in years.”

“But you understand the general nature of it. And I trust you.”

“What about her mother?”

“She still has Maggie and Claire at home, and she doesn’t think Formacaster will agree with Claire’s constitution.”

Being awake didn’t seem to agree with Claire’s constitution, according to her mother. Margaret didn’t think that girl had a chance of turning out remotely normal. But there was hope for Olive.

“Let me think about it,” she said. “For now, I need to go mingle.”

Margaret smiled and nodded at a great many people and accepted condolences from half those in the hall. She had almost made it to the drinks table, wine almost within her grasp (which she would settle for over whiskey, as it was closer), when she heard her name being called. Or screeched.

She plastered a smile on her face and turned. “Well, Flora. So good of you to come.”

“Goodness has nothing to do with it. Attending funerals is good form.”

Margaret supposed this was a reference to the time, almost forty years ago, when Flora Byrne had tried to convince her to attend the funeral of Susan Gramiren. Margaret had declined the invitation to honor that odious woman, mother of the usurper, Broderick Gramiren, and Flora never forgot anything.

“Well, glad to have you here, whatever the case.”

“The hall looks nice,” said Pedr, Duchess Flora’s oldest son and heir. 

The centerpieces, plates, glasses, and food had all been her doing, while Aldwin had worked on where to house everyone, Elena cried, and Henrietta ran messages from the bishop saying he had the service planned. But taking credit now somehow felt petty, so Margaret just nodded.

Two others had been speaking with the Byrnes when Flora had beckoned—Stanley and Alice Barras. Stanley was the new Duke of Pinshire, and Margaret could already see people comparing Aldwin’s performance now as the Duke of Leornian to Stanley. A rather unfair comparison, Margaret thought, as Stanley had the advantage of being a privy councilor and personal friend of the king, as well as husband to the king’s sister. Margaret would have to do what she could to make certain Aldwin didn’t get too overshadowed. Odd to think of a muscular, middle-aged man who stood 6’ 3” in his stocking feet being overshadowed, but there it was. 

“Have you heard the news?” Flora asked, before Margaret could do more than nod at the Barrases. “Alice, here, is expecting.”

Alice blushed and Margaret looked her over. She knew some women had a near magysk skill to know when other women were so much as a day pregnant. Margaret was not one of these women. Perhaps it was due to the fact she had only been pregnant once herself and did her best never to think about the excruciating experience.

Stanley squeezed his wife’s hand, and she finally looked up and smiled. “It’s such a sad day, I didn’t want to intrude with my news, but Duchess Flora has a keen eye.”

“It’s all about the back fat, my dear,” Flora declared. “And days like this are exactly when you should share this kind of news. Legacy is everything. You can never have too many children.”

Margaret wondered if this was meant as an insult to her only having only the one child to Flora’s five, but she couldn’t care less. Kyle was a perfectly good boy. And yes, he’d only had girls, but he had cousins to carry on the Llamu name and be the Earl of Garthdin. She had done her duty well enough.

What was a legacy, anyway? A dumb statue in the middle of town you wouldn’t have liked? Even if you were remembered, people would get it wrong.

With Flora standing between her and the whiskey, Margaret decided it would be less awful to excuse herself and hostess more, saving her well-earned drink for once it had been even more well-earned. She said hello to the king and queen and then to all the members of the council. She listened to interminable stories from old neighbors who had known her father, and put on a good face for those who said things like, “Robert was quite the man. Nothing like old Duke Brandon, but who could be?”

When she thought she might not be able to take another minute of this, Aldwin and Henrietta rescued her. The three wandered over to one of the window seats. Margaret had adored sitting there as a child, though as a creaky old lady she could have done without it on such a cold day. But for that very reason, it was the quietest spot in the hive of the great hall.

“How are you doing, Aunt Margaret?” Aldwin asked once he had her seated. “I would never wish to tell a lady she looked unwell, but you do seem a bit tired.”

“Aldwin, I’ve never been more exhausted in my life,” she laughed miserably. “But you only bury your brother once. Well, I suppose I do still have two more brothers.”

“Would you like a drink?” Aldwin asked

“For the love of Earstien, yes.”

He smiled. “I’ll be right back.”

Margaret and Henrietta watched him leave, Henrietta with a deep frown. “I still feel like your brothers could have been more of a help.”

“You can feel that way, but Eliot has always been too wrapped up in his books to help anyone. And Philip, well, bless him, but being useful has never been his calling.”

“It’s not right that most of the people here have no idea how much you did. I would have been lost without you.”

That was an unquestionable fact, but Margaret liked Henrietta for all her flaws, since she was willing to admit them. “It doesn’t matter. Everything went well, and that’s all that counts. Well, the weather didn’t, but I suppose we can’t have everything.”

Aldwin, bless the big, handsome, slightly dumb boy, returned with her whiskey.

She threw herself against the cool window and took a drink. After another good swallow, she closed her eyes and took her first deep breath of the day.

But then a throat cleared, and who could it be but Queen Rohesia. They had never particularly been enemies, but neither had anyone ever mistaken them for bosom friends. Rohesia’s eyes immediately fell on the half empty glass of whiskey and her nose wrinkled. Officious killjoy.

“I came over to see if you need anything, Henrietta dear. Duchess Elena has finally agreed to retire, and I wanted to make certain you require no help.”

“Oh, thank you, your majesty,” Henrietta answered with a bow of her head. “But I think everything is fine at the moment. And if I need anything, Aunt Margaret knows the Bocburg inside and out.”

Rohesia sniffed. “Of course.”
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Rohesia straightened her spine and offered Henrietta a polite nod. The girl might believe that she could trust her Aunt Margaret, but Rohesia had known the woman a good deal longer. Granted, she had never known Margaret well, but that could be attributed to the fact Margaret barely came to court. And seeing her now, slouched against a window, whiskey in hand, Rohesia remembered why. Far be it from her to decide how other people ought to act, but if she had gotten falling down drunk at a party and broken her arm the way Margaret had infamously done, she would probably not drink in public again.

But even Margaret Llamu had to come out of hiding in the country for her brother’s funeral. Hopefully, she would return there soon. From what Rohesia understood, Margaret was happy there, and well, good for her.

Before Rohesia needed to steer the discussion in a more fruitful direction, someone sweeping into the great hall claimed her attention. Baron Robert Tynsdale. No one had been more faithful in more dire circumstances to her family than this man. He had rescued allies and assassinated foes at her behest. All without hesitation. He had also carried her most important messages, and she hoped he had one for her now. He spotted her quickly, and hurried to her side.

With a bow to her and a nod at the others, Robert tossed his snowy cloak over his left shoulder to reach into a pocket and remove a letter. “Your majesty. This arrived in Formacaster from the Empire yesterday. I brought it myself as quickly as I could.”

She hadn’t needed him to tell her the letter came from the Empire. The Empress Vita had been her correspondent for decades, and Rohesia would know her handwriting anywhere. “Pardon me,” she said to Aldwin. “I must read this at once.”

“Of course, your majesty. Would you like to step into the Red Parlor for some privacy?”

She knew the private room behind the ancient thrones from when this had been a castle for the Kings of Leornian. But she did not think she required privacy. “That is unnecessary. I simply did not wish to appear rude by opening my letter in the middle of our conversation.”

Aldwin nodded and Henrietta bowed her head. Margaret snorted, which Rohesia ignored.

Albus Magnus

Imperial Palace


Rohesia dear!



I have excellent news—Paulinius and Elwyn have agreed to come to Myrcia, Paulinius serving as our ambassador. You will find him quite the step up from Sergius Talius, trust me. In nearly equal good news, Paulinius and Elwyn have agreed to travel to Myrcia via Teperum where Presley and Grigory are currently staying. No doubt they have already decided to honor your request, and now they will be able to travel with friends, which is always the best way to travel. I envy you having all four of them at once. Trust me, you will adore your son-in-law and the grandchildren you have never met. And, of course, the boys. Give them kisses for me.



Your dear friend,

Vita



P. S. Do not trouble yourself that technically, the boys have not absolutely said yes to coming yet. Paulinius’s diplomatic skills really are impressive. I’ve no doubt he will succeed. Expect all of them to call on you sometime in May.



“Oh my!” Rohesia said before she could think to stop herself.

“Not bad news, I hope,” asked Aldwin.

“Quite the contrary. The letter is from Empress Vita. A new ambassador has been named—Paulinius Severus.”

“Princess Elwyn’s husband?” Henrietta asked.

“Yes. My stepdaughter is on her way back to Myrcia as we speak. And there is more. Sir Presley Kemp and Professor Grigory Sobol may be coming with them.”

“Presley?” Margaret said, sitting up and suddenly livelier than Rohesia had seen her yet that day. “That would be marvelous. I haven’t seen him in years.” She stopped and frowned. “A shame he couldn’t have come sooner. I think he would have liked to be here today.”

And with that, Rohesia remembered—Presley had, in fact, grown up in Leornian, right here at the Bocburg with Robert and Margaret Dryhten. His father had been Duke Brandon’s steward, and then the duke had paid for Presley’s education at Atherton so he could take over from his father. The first time Rohesia had met Presley was when he had accompanied Duke Brandon to Terminium when she lived there with her parents. And yet, somehow, she always forgot that Robert, Presley, and Margaret were all children together.

“There is nothing certain on that front yet,” Rohesia said. “But I do need to tell the king the news about the new ambassador and his sister.”

She found Edwin behind the front table, talking with Faustinus and Caedmon. As she approached, she heard Faustinus say, “A defense pact, truly, benefits Myrcia even more than the Immani.”

“Pardon me,” she said, resting a hand on Edwin’s arm. “I hate to interrupt, but Robert Tynsdale just brought a letter from Empress Vita. I have important news.”

Edwin squinted at her. “Good or bad?”

“Good. Quite good, I believe.” She took a deep breath while the three men looked at her. “The Empire has appointed a new ambassador. He and his family are on their way to Myrcia.”

“Interesting. Who is it?”

“Paulinius Severus. Your sister’s husband. Elwyn is coming home.”

“Oh.” Edwin fidgeted and looked away. “That’s certainly a choice.”

“An excellent choice, your majesty,” Faustinus replied. “Paulinius Severus is an exceptional man.”

Caedmon cleared his throat.

“So I am reliably informed,” Faustinus added. “I very much look forward to meeting him and your no doubt equally remarkable sister.” He smirked, and when Edwin glanced away, he winked at Rohesia and Caedmon.

Oh, Earstien. “Julius Marius” didn’t know Elwyn or her husband. So, this would be yet another set of old friends they would all have to lie to. Holy Finster! And Presley and Grigory as well. They had no idea that “Julius Marius” and Faustinus were one and the same. They had known Faustinus for decades. Rohesia had never liked this ruse of Faustinus’s, and she hated lying to everyone about him, especially Edwin. But now Faustinus would expect her to lie to even more people she loved.

“Presley Kemp and Grigory Sobol might be coming with them as well,” she added.

Faustinus’s eyes twinkled at the news, and Edwin genuinely smiled. “Well, that would be good. No offence to either of you or the rest of the council, but my mother convinced me long ago if there is anyone in the world who can solve any problem, including this blasted land reform headache, it’s going to be Sir Presley.”

“I am not offended in the least,” said Caedmon. “He is one of the most capable men I have ever been fortunate enough to meet, and I have met quite a number of men in my life.”

Faustinus rubbed his hands together. “This is all excellent news. When do they arrive?”

“Hopefully sometime in May,” she answered. “Travel across the Cruedruan Plateau and through the mountain passes in spring are never entirely certain.”

“Please excuse me,” Caedmon said. “I know Diernemynster will be eager to hear this news. I should send a message to Harald at once.”

Faustinus lifted an eyebrow at his old friend. Rohesia knew what he was thinking. Harald might technically be the leader of all Trahernian hillichmagnars at their mountain retreat of Diernemynster, but the message was really for Astrid of Haydon. Harald was old and had given most day-to-day responsibilities to Astrid, his second in command. Caedmon considered the woman a friend, but Rohesia well knew Faustinus counted her a bitter enemy.

“Please tell me something fascinating is happening,” Alice said, sweeping up to Rohesia as Caedmon exited. Right behind her was Jennifer, who kissed Faustinus on the cheek. “I saw Robert Tynsdale rush in, covered in snow, so something interesting must be happening.”

“Yes,” Rohesia said, forcing a smile, as she shared the news of Vita’s letter.

Alice looked positively ebullient. “Elwyn is coming! With the kids! Little Julius and Emilia are so cute. And I can’t wait to see the new baby.”

“Julius?” Faustinus asked with a crooked grin. “Remarkable name. He will surely be the most accomplished boy at court.”

“More accomplished than your own son?” Jennifer protested, smacking his arm.

“Equal, shall we say.”

“This really will be so fun!” Jennifer declared. “Having Elwyn around will be amazing.”

“I have to go talk to Thomas Merrenbach,” Edwin grumbled and left.

Rohesia felt real joy at the prospect of Elwyn’s return. Truly, she was very happy. But navigating all that happiness might not be entirely smooth. Then again, where Elwyn was concerned, it never was.
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The journey south from Albus Magnus proved harder than Elwyn could have anticipated, and she had even spent the night before they left thinking of all the ways it could go wrong. 

In the first place, the weather was terrible. That was probably to be expected in winter, but at every stop along the way, every canal lock and every post station, people said things like, “I don’t remember ever seeing this much snow.” Or, “It certainly wasn’t this cold last year.” 

Paulinius and Elwyn tried to distract themselves by continuing their translation of The Courtesan’s Honor. But they had very little room to work in the confined spaces of post carriages and canal barges. It always seemed as if any book or set of notes they might want happened to be packed away in the bottom of a trunk. And out on the road in the middle of nowhere, they didn’t have the option of running into Albus Magnus to look something up at the Imperial University library—the largest in the world. 

It didn’t help when the children grew bored and took Elwyn’s notes to make paper boats and hats. Elwyn told them not to do that, and she used a somewhat sharper tone than she had intended. Then they looked very sad. And they looked very cute in their paper hats. So, Elwyn sacrificed one of her blank notebooks and joined them in hat making. That was a rare good day, and everyone had fun. 

The children were never openly mutinous, but Elwyn could sense an undercurrent of dissatisfaction. Emilia wanted to know if they could go home yet. When Elwyn asked, “Don’t you want to see where Mama grew up?” Julius said, “Maybe you could just describe it to us.” 

Elwyn did her best to keep up morale, but with only limited success. From dawn to dusk, Daphna the nurse kept muttering about how “Only fools go looking for trouble when they can find it at home,” and reminding everyone that “We could be sitting by a warm fire back at the Villa Serenissima right now, you know.” 

Paulinius treated the whole thing like a jolly adventure, or at least he tried to look that way in front of Elwyn and the children. One night on a canal high in the Iron Mountains of Balakia, the boat froze in place, so he and a number of the other male passengers had to get out with axes and cut it free. When he got back onboard, after nearly being dumped in the frigid water by a shifting piece of ice, she could see in his wide eyes that he was reconsidering the wisdom of this trip. 

To be honest, she was, too, but neither of them said anything about it out loud, even to each other. Not until one stormy night on the Axenian Sea, as they sailed from Rivinia to Teperum. Poor Emilia looked terrified. Julius was scared, too, though he was trying not to show it. Daphna held little Levana tight and made ecumenical prayers for help from Earstien, the entire Immani pantheon, and some obscure gods from Minerto, just to be sure. 

Elwyn, seated on her bunk and trying not to throw up, looked at her husband and said, in a low voice, “Remind me why we’re doing this again.” 

“Because the emperor asked us to do it. He thinks we’re the best people for the job.” 

“And he thinks for some reason I need to go back there. That’s what he said—’You need Myrcia.’” 

“Perhaps you do.” Paulinius kissed her forehead. “We have to think of this as an opportunity.” 

She tried to keep that in mind, and once the storm ended, she sat down with the children and told them stories about her childhood in Myrcia. She told them about all the grand balls she had attended at Wealdan Castle, and about the tournaments she had seen, and about going hunting for snow leopards and wild boars in the Wislicbeorg Mountains. 

They seemed quite fascinated, and she realized how little she had ever shared with them about her life before they were born. She told them about her time at the Atherton School and going out to the Crown and Gown with her best friend, Alicia Tynsdale. She explained how she had spent her early childhood at the estate of her Colwinn grandparents, and how she had never known her mother. She told them how her father had remarried, and then she had gotten a little brother and a little sister, after years of being an only child. 

This seemed like a revelation to her children. Even Julius, who was old enough to know that his mother exchanged letters with a woman named “Rohesia,” and who had actually met Alice, had only the vaguest notion who those people were. 

“You’ll get to meet all my family and friends,” Elwyn said. “Won’t that be fun?” 

Emilia nodded enthusiastically. Julius looked more pensive. “What are they like?” he asked. 

“They’re very kind,” she said breezily, “and I’m sure they will be thrilled to see you.” 

She looked over Emilia’s head and saw Paulinius looking back with raised eyebrows. She gave him a tiny shrug, then reached over and knocked lightly on the wooden bulkhead of their cabin. She had to believe her family would want to see her again. She simply had to. 

The next day, however, as they headed up the River Teper toward the resort town of Teperum, she began to worry about how her family would react to seeing her. She couldn’t help but think about it, because Teperum was where she had said “goodbye” to them all. That was where she had met Paulinius. She had been so miserable; she had wanted to die. And then he had shown up and made her happy again, like she hadn’t been happy in years. 

Edwin had tried to end the relationship, though. Paulinius’s family had been opposed to the match, and Edwin had been worried that Elwyn’s marriage to Paulinius would cost him vital support in the Immani senate—support he would need if he ever wanted to win back his throne. 

Plus, there had been Queen Irena. Years of exile had made Elwyn and Edwin best friends, and Irena resented that relationship. Elwyn had warned Edwin that Irena was completely wrong for him, which she had been. Although according to Rohesia’s letters over the years, Irena had changed quite a bit. And looking back now, Elwyn could see that Irena wasn’t the only person who had been irrationally possessive of Edwin. 

As the ship sailed the last few miles toward Teperum under dark gray clouds, Elwyn stood in the bow, clutching a cup of tea to her chest and thinking of the last conversation she had ever had with Edwin. The final push that had sent them both over the edge. 

“You must know I don’t care about his family’s money.” 

“Good, because the senator might cut his son off without a single farthing. What would you do then? What would you do if I cut off your allowance?” 

“If you do that, then I’ll go work as a bar wench in the city. I can turn tricks on the side for a little extra—” 

“Are you going to stop seeing this Severus fellow or not?” 

“I don’t know, Edwin. I can’t make any promises.”

Those were the last words she had ever said to her little brother in person: “I can’t make any promises.” 

“And now,” thought Elwyn, “I’m going to Myrcia with the husband Edwin didn’t want me to marry. And the two of us are going to try to talk Edwin into signing a treaty with us. And what is a treaty, if not a promise?” 

She felt nervous and jittery as she recognized the landscape on either side of the river. She had gone riding and hunting many times in these fields. Sometimes she had come out here in the countryside for trysts with various lovers, both male and female. She could feel again, like bile rising, how desperately sad and depressed she had been in those days. 

Fortunately, Paulinius and the children came up to join her on deck, and that made everything much better. Elwyn told them about the city of Teperum and its famous hot baths, and all the glamorous parties that people went to in the evenings. 

She asked if they recalled who Sir Presley Kemp and Professor Grigory Sobol were. Emilia and Julius knew the names, and they knew they were friends of Elwyn’s family. But that was all they knew. Julius had met the illustrious couple six years ago, when they had come to Albus Magnus on a visiting professorship for Grigory. But Julius had been only 3 at the time, so he couldn’t be expected to remember much. 

If they were lucky, Elwyn said, then Presley and Grigory might join them for their trip to Myrcia. Elwyn didn’t want to make any promises in that regard, but she knew she wanted them to come along. She had a feeling, which she couldn’t quite articulate, that somehow everything would work out better if Presley and Grigory were helping her and Paulinius. 

Elwyn told the children the story of her first trip to the Immani court, right after she had finished at Atherton. She had stayed with Vita, who was a friend of Rohesia, and they had gone to an enormous ball at the Imperial Palace together. 

“Vita was very kind to me,” Elwyn said, “and I danced with both Presley and Grigory. They made me feel very welcome, which was good, because you wouldn’t believe how rude the emperor was when I met him!” 

“What? Emperor Tullius was rude to you?” Emilia gasped. 

“No, this was a different emperor,” Elwyn laughed. “This was before Tullius and Vita were emperor and empress. Before they were married, too.” 

“Wow,” said Emilia. “That must have been a really long time ago!” 

Paulinius let out a snort of laughter. 

Elwyn put a hand to her heart, as if stricken. “Yes, it’s true,” she said. “I’m afraid Mama is old and decrepit. I can’t dance anymore. I might break a hip.” 

Seeing his cue, Paulinius strode over and swept her up in his arms, twirling her around the forecastle of the barge. Emilia and Julius wanted to dance, too, so Elwyn decided they should learn a Kenedalic reel. She and Paulinius showed them the Mt. Nellis Reel, which was always very impressive, but the footwork of that famously complicated dance was too challenging for them. Elwyn therefore taught them the simpler, yet elegant, Dunharvin Reel. 

“I learned this at Dunharvin Castle in Keneburg,” she told them. “And I learned it from....” A lump rose in her throat, and she had to swallow a few times. “I learned it from the Lady of Dunharvin, a very great duchess.” 

Earstien, she hadn’t thought about Flora Byrne in years. At one time Flora had almost been a member of the family. She had treated Elwyn like a favorite niece, and she had made it abundantly clear that she wanted Elwyn to marry one of her sons. But when Flora had stabbed the Sigors in the back one too many times, Elwyn had decided Flora was dead to her. And like the dead, she had faded from memory. Elwyn felt the old anger flare up, like throwing a fresh log on the embers of a dying fire. 

“Oh, holy Finster,” she thought. “Being back in Myrcia is going to feel like this, over and over again.” 

Then she saw the worried expression on the faces of her children, and she forced herself to smile and go back to the dance lessons. 

Emilia was too young for formal dances. She preferred free-form rhythmical movements of her own devising. But Julius was almost getting the hang of the reel when the ship came around the last bend, and the city of Teperum slid into view. 

Elwyn let slip a very bad word in Myrcian that she had often told Julius he shouldn’t say. 

The ship docked, and even as Elwyn and her family walked down the gangplank, the ominous gray clouds that had loomed over head all morning let fly with a driving, pounding rainstorm. Elwyn, Daphna, and the children took shelter under the awning of a dockside shop, while Paulinius braved the storm to hire them a carriage. 

Staring out at the rain, Elwyn tried desperately not to think about the time she had fucked two bargemen and a barge captain’s daughter in an apartment two doors down from this shop. 

Little Emilia tugged at Elwyn’s sleeve and pointed through the big front window behind them. To Elwyn’s surprise, this was a bookstore. She was fairly certain it hadn’t been a bookstore during her time here in exile. But she didn’t remember what it had been. Probably another low tavern where she had gotten puking drunk in her darkest days. 

Then her eyes finally focused on what Emilia was pointing at, and she saw a small stack of books, prominently and attractively displayed with a tasteful sign saying, “Nova Interpretatio Myrciana Auctoritativa / New Authoritative Myrcian Translation.” 

It was The Garden Path, the first play of Herminia Cesserona. At the bottom of the attractive green cover was printed in small type, “Trans. P. Severus & E. Severa.” 

“Oh, it’s your book, my lady,” said Daphna. “I suppose these days enough Myrcians come here to make it worth their while to carry books in Myrcian.” 

“We should buy one,” said Julius. “We should buy a copy, and then we should stand around in the shop talking about how brilliant it is, so other people want to buy it, too!” 

“Thank you, dear,” said Elwyn, blinking away an assault of emotion. “We have a copy at home, though.” 

Paulinius arrived with a hired carriage, even as the rain trailed off and slanting rays of golden sunlight broke through the steel gray clouds. As he helped load the luggage, he nodded toward the driver and said, “He’s sent a boy on ahead to announce our arrival.” 

At Paulinius’s direction, they took a wide semicircular route through the city. Elwyn pointed out the Pavilion and the various bathhouses to the children, who seemed very impressed by it all, particularly the clouds of steam that belched forth whenever someone opened the front doors of the Prima Urbana baths. 

Then they were back at the river, riding over a bridge Elwyn knew all too well. She remembered standing there one drunken evening after a party, slyly talking a lovely but vacuous Immani heiress into thinking she might like girls instead of boys. She remembered standing there another night alone, wondering how much it would hurt if she jumped. 

In minutes, they passed through the northern suburbs of the town, and they turned up the familiar lane of the Villa Cedra. This had been her family’s home in exile. This was where she had said goodbye to them all. And even if the only people here now were Presley and Grigory, Elwyn felt the weight of her own past bear down on her like a thunderstorm. 

Her hands shook, and her stomach felt like she was back on the ship during the storm. Her eyes stung, and she willed herself not to cry. She thought of her father, long, long ago, when she had accidentally spilled a whole pot of coffee into a campfire. “There’s no crying in a hunting camp,” he had snapped as she burst into tears. Then he had let her take a tiny sip from his whiskey flask, saying, “This is how we deal with things out here.” 

“Are you alright?” Paulinius whispered. 

“Yes. I’m fine,” she said. “I hope Presley and Grigory remembered to stock some good whiskey so we can share it on our trip to Myrcia.” 

The light drizzle ended as they rolled up to the front of the house. It was a typical sandstone villa like one could find at the edges of any Immani town. But Elwyn knew the lines of the portico, and the exact color of the red tile roof after the rain. She knew all the windows, and which of them were hard to open, and which let in terrible drafts, and which hid comfortable window seats where a girl could read undisturbed on a quiet, sunny morning. 

She might have given way, but then, on the front steps, she saw two men waiting. They looked more stooped than when she had last seen them. Their hair looked thinner and grayer. But she knew them at once, and she could hardly stop herself from bounding up the steps and tackling them both in a massive hug. In fact, she tried to restrain herself to a genteel curtsy and handshake, but then she couldn’t stop herself from giving them each a kiss on the cheek. 
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