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April-May 367 M.E. 

How many guards were out on a day like this? They huddled so close around their fire it was difficult to tell. The mercenary eased around the trunk of the big fir tree and tried to count them. 

Maedoc, one of the Cruedruans in the company, shuffled silently closer and whispered, “Four.” A slight tilt of his head. “One more behind that pillar there.” 

Sure enough, he was right. The fur fringe of a cloak rustled beyond the black, moss-covered stump of a broken column. Huddling out of the wind, seeking any possible shelter in this ancient ruin. Not that there was much shelter to be had. Cracked bits of roof tile poked darkly up through the snow; the roof had probably fallen hundreds of years ago. 

What had this place been? A palace, maybe? A temple? The tiles had a vaguely Shangian look. Had their old empire ever stretched this far to the west? The mercenary tried to remember a map in a schoolbook from several years earlier. 

Maedoc spoke again. “Let’s go report, ‘Sir Alan.’” 

Maedoc’s voice lilted sarcastically, and a corner of his mouth curled as he said the name and title. A lot of the men addressed the mercenary that way. Perhaps they did so because they doubted the claimed knighthood. Perhaps they were condescending because of the mercenary’s obvious youth. Or perhaps they suspected the truth: that “Sir Alan’s” real name was Alice.

She and Maedoc crept silently off through the drifts. Though near midday, the sunlight dimmed in the swirling snow, filtering down through the high, close-set branches of the pines. In the gloom it would have been easy to walk right by the rest of the company, farther down the slope. 

Their Decanus stepped out from the shadows and stopped them, whispering, “What’s up there?” 

“New checkpoint with four soldiers at the old temple,” Maedoc whispered. Then, in that same sarcastic tone, he added, “Sir Jeremy.” 

“Jeremy” was slim, like Alice, and perhaps an inch shorter, with long, red hair tied up in a ribbon and stuffed under a big felt hat. Beneath the winter cloak, a certain stockiness about the Decanus’s chest suggested thick muscles, though it mostly derived from a binding cloth under strain. 

“Jeremy” was named Jennifer, and she and Alice had been best friends for almost as long as they could remember. In Alice’s opinion, Jennifer fully deserved the promotion she had earned a few weeks earlier, when one of the noncommissioned officers had deserted to a higher-paying company, leaving room for a new squad commander. 

The commander of the company, Captain Dorucus, approached, and Jennifer greeted him with a playful punch to the shoulder. Alice and Jennifer liked the battle-scarred Denizvatani, since he had taken them on without questioning their rather flimsy story about being a pair of young Myrcian knights. 

Before Alice and Maedoc finished their report about the new checkpoint at the fallen temple, another man approached, slimmer and taller, wearing an expensive embroidered cloak and a bored sneer. Pontus Velius, a Vice-Tribune from Immani army intelligence, had come along to guide them over the pass. Neither Alice nor Jennifer liked Velius much. Partly this was because they’d seen him take bribes from merchants back on the other side of the river. And partly it was because he acted as if dealing with mercenaries was beneath his dignity. 

“Attack them,” said Velius. 

“It would be better to go around,” said Jennifer. “We can come back and take care of them on the return trip.” She pointed far into the green shadows, at the back of their little column, where four wagons with supplies waited. 

Those supplies—weapons, medicine, and gold—were the entire reason they had ventured across the river and into Teralia today. The great Immani Empire had decided it was important to support the local miners in their struggle for freedom. Not important enough, granted, that the Empire would send its own professional legionnaires to do the job. But important enough to hire hundreds of mercenaries in dozens of companies to do it for them. 

“Yes, let’s get the carts over the pass first,” said Alice. “We could even bring some of the miners back to help.” 

“I think not.” The Vice-Tribune pulled a purse from his belt and shook it gently, making the coins inside jingle. Then he opened it and held up a big silver denarius, flashing it about so the other mercenaries could see it. “A bonus for each of you, if you attack. We need this valley clear of Teralian soldiers so we can get even more help to those poor people.” 

Alice suspected Velius had some other reason to want the valley cleared right now at this very minute—probably some deal he’d made under the table with the local smugglers. But the offer of a bonus was enough to convince the rest of the company, and soon Captain Dorucus was snapping out orders right and left to his squad leaders. 

Once Jennifer had her orders, she formed up her squad with Alice’s help, and they headed off into the forest. They were going uphill again, but not directly toward the temple. Their job would be to flank the outpost and attack in a rush, once the Teralian soldiers had been distracted by the arrows of the other four squads. Jennifer led the way, while Alice brought up the rear, following a Zekustian boy named Eduard who looked even younger than her and had earned himself lasting infamy by pissing his pants in their first skirmish. 

They crossed a half-frozen stream and climbed up a hillside of dense, snow-flecked ferns, until they stopped, forty yards away from the old temple, crouching in the underbrush and waiting for Dorucus’s signal. Jennifer whispered to Maedoc, who was next to her, and he passed it to the next man, and so on down the line, until the message got to Alice: “Remember to wait until after the third volley.” 

Below them and to the right, there came a high, sibilant whistling, like a cold wind through dry reeds. Alice caught a brief glimpse of forty arrows, slicing down through the pine boughs, brushing snow aside as they fell. And then, from straight ahead, in the temple, the satisfying sound of a choking scream, and rough orders barked in the strange, guttural Teralian tongue. Alice could see men huddled behind the fallen black stones now, as if seeking shelter from a storm. 

Another message came down the line from Jennifer: “Draw swords. Be ready.” 

With a soft ring of steel, Alice drew her blade and held it in front of her, smiling as she admired it. “It’s only his second-best sword,” she thought. “I bet he doesn’t even miss it. Maybe I should have taken his best sword, instead.” 

The second volley crashed into the temple, and there were more cries of distress. Alice tensed and steadied herself, waiting for the order to charge. To her left, young Eduard muttered a prayer. 

Alice said one, too: “Earstien, keep Jennifer safe. And me, as well, if that’s possible.” 

Then, a green flash lit the woods, like a bolt of lightning through the trees, and with a clap of thunder, a huge ball of red flame roared up from the spot where the archers had been standing. Pine needles and splinters of wood and smoking bits of what might have been bodies rained down on Alice and the rest of Jennifer’s squad. And from down the hill came a whole chorus of terrible, high, frantic screams. 

“What the fuck was that?” said Eduard. “Immani fire?” 

Alice was too stunned to answer. Another explosion tore through the trees. She heard panicked shouts headed in her direction. Figures came bolting and tumbling through the underbrush, led by Vice-Tribune Velius, with Captain Dorucus behind him. 

“Retreat!” screamed Velius. “Retreat! It’s magy! They’ve got a sorcerer up—” 

A twisting, forking bolt of red lightning caught the Immani officer in mid-stride, blowing him in half. The same spell seemed to graze the captain. Dorucus continued to jog on, as smoke rose from his chest and hair. After ten paces, he toppled over and his body erupted in flames. 

“Fuck this!” cried Eduard. “I did not sign up to fight a fucking sorcerer!” 

Alice wouldn’t have been quite so vulgar about it, but she shared his sentiment wholeheartedly. She leaned forward, looking down the line to catch Jennifer’s eye. She could see the whole squad, fidgeting nervously, white-faced with terror, stretching out between them through the snowy ferns. Then there was a light like the midday sun, and heat washed over her like boiling water. Alice felt herself go limp and weightless. 

The next thing she knew, her ears were ringing and she lay flat on her back. Her body was numb, and all she could think was, “If I’m dead, at least I’ll never have to see my stupid husband again.” 

Opening her eyes, she saw trees spinning around her. And then Jennifer was there, staring down and spinning, too. Jennifer, her green eyes wide with worry, slapped Alice’s face, none too gently, and shouted something. The ringing died away, and Alice could hear her. 

“Come on. We’ve got to go. Can you stand?” 

Alice tried, but the world spun, and immediately she went down among the ferns again. Something smoldered a few feet away, letting off little vents of acrid smoke. Alice stared at it until she recognized, in the blackened, battered form, the features of young Eduard. It was his head—just his head. Where the rest of him might be, she couldn’t say. 

Jennifer tugged at her arm and helped her to her knees. “If you can’t walk yet, we’ll crawl. We’ve got to stay down and get to the other side of this ridge.” 

She led the way, shuffling along and sliding under spreading fronds and low-slung pine boughs. Here and there, Alice found more evidence of their squad’s terrible end—bits of bone and smoking flesh. Sometimes she spotted a recognizable bit, like a finger or a foot still in its worn winter boot. Alice took care not to crawl over these. But her mind refused to dwell on them. These were hardly the first dead bodies she had seen. Someday, perhaps, she would see all this again in a nightmare, where it would join a very long list of horrors she had witnessed. 

Now she heard voices and running feet coming up the hill. Jennifer stopped, grabbed Alice’s shoulder, and pushed her down. They rested in the dark, frigid shade beneath a rhododendron and listened, hearts pounding in their chests. With laughter and whoops of joy, the Teralian soldiers found the bodies of Jennifer’s squad. How disgusting to be so happy about something so awful. 

The footsteps came closer, one soldier on either side, going around the rhododendron, and Alice breathed easier, thinking they were safe. 

A voice in heavily-accented Immani said, “Come out of there. Now, please.” 

Alice froze again, hoping the soldier was addressing someone else. But then the branches parted, and rough hands reached in to pull her out by her feet. Four soldiers set her and Jennifer upright and marched them down to the temple at spear point. 

“At least you can walk now,” Jennifer said, giving Alice a weak smile. 

Alice smiled back, but then one of the soldiers shouted at them to be quiet and gave Jennifer a shove. 

The enemy had a lot more than four soldiers. Alice could see that now, as they crossed the little half-frozen stream and came up into what must have been the courtyard of the fallen temple. At least two dozen Teralians formed a square, like they were on parade, and in the center stood the miserable remnant of Dorucus’s company. Alice recognized Ongus and Dwyn, two fellows from a different squad she and Jennifer had played cards with a few times. And she saw six other men she didn’t know quite so well. And that was it. 

“Ten of us,” muttered Jennifer grimly. A few minutes earlier, there had been six times that number. 

“Hopefully some of the others got away,” said Alice. “Maybe?” 

As Alice looked around, she noticed two men standing uphill from the little square on a crumbled platform that might have been the old temple’s sanctuary. The smaller of the two wore a Teralian officer’s cloak. But the other one, in fur-lined silk, was a Shangian man. 

She nudged Jennifer and nodded slightly in his direction. “That’s him,” she whispered. “I bet that’s the hillichmagnar.” As always, when she and Jennifer didn’t want anyone else to understand them, she spoke Myrcian, so she used the Myrcian word, instead of the much more pedestrian term, “sorcerer.” 

The Teralians formed them up in a line, presumably for inspection, and Alice couldn’t help but notice that the Shangian man was staring straight at her now. She looked up, caught his eyes, then looked away, frightened. A few seconds later, and she glanced back at him, hoping he had turned his attention elsewhere. But he was still looking at her, with an expression on his face like she had insulted his mother somehow. No, wait. Now he was looking at Jennifer. And now back at her. 

A drizzling cold rain started falling, and though everyone else ducked his head and hunched over—both captors and captives—the Shangian man continued to stand straight and tall, staring at Alice. 

A big Teralian soldier came down the line—an older man with a broad chest and graying hair. Probably a Signifer, or whatever they called sergeants in the Teralian army. In stumbling Immani, he said they would be searched for weapons and valuables, and then he ordered them to take off their clothes. He looked right at Jennifer as he said it, grinning. 

They really ought to have done more to pass for men. Poor Dorucus and the others had been willing to take them at face value, so she and Jennifer had gotten sloppy about their disguises. 

“The first one that touches me,” muttered Alice, “will get his eyes gouged out.” 

“Good. You do that, and I’ll yank his balls off,” whispered Jennifer. 

The big sergeant barked at them to get on with it. Ongus and Dwyn were already down to their undershirts, shivering in the rain. 

“Well, time to put on a show, I guess,” said Jennifer, starting to unlace her tunic. 

A voice called out, “Stop!” 

When Alice looked up, she saw the Shangian hillichmagnar had spoken. He pointed to her and Jennifer and said, “Those two. Bring them up here. Now, please.” 
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They were women. It seemed so blatantly obvious that he couldn’t believe he was the only one who could tell. He wanted to turn to the officer at his side and say, “It’s not just me, is it? You can see it, too, right?” 

Or perhaps he was wrong. Wen never had good luck with women. 

A soldier led the two young mercenaries up to the platform, and Wen looked them over, studying their proportions and the shapes of their faces. The brown-haired one had lean, delicate features, though also a pair of full eyebrows shading the bright blue eyes. The expression was unreadable, and only the paleness of the cheeks and the shaking of the slim-fingered hands betrayed any fear. Or perhaps the mercenary was cold. The redhead had a squarer jaw, freckles, and quick, darting green eyes that looked as if they had been made for casting meaningful glances across crowded parlors. 

Both were rather thin, though the red-haired one was somewhat curvier. The rain plastered their baggy Cruedruan riding trousers to their hips and thighs, and he knew his first instinct had been right. They had to be women. 

As they approached, Wen snapped his fingers at a young orderly. “Tea, please,” he said. 

The boy cringed, looking around at the muddy pools and barren, mossy rocks of the ancient temple. “Um...where should I make the fire, my lord?” 

The very thought of another spell was torture to him. But if he didn’t do this, no one would. Wen sighed, held out a hand, and shot a tiny ball of yellow flame at one of the larger clumps of moss. It ignited instantly. 

“Right there,” he said. 

Now Wen’s magy was drained, and he felt so exhausted from all the fire spells that the cold rain came as a relief. Without it, he might have fallen over and taken a nap on the spot. 

He looked around at the two mercenaries—the two women, rather—and tried to smile. He instantly regretted it. None of them had anything to smile about under the circumstances, and his smile always made him terribly self-conscious. Even his most carefree and unguarded expressions of amusement made him look like he suffered from painful intestinal distress. He wiped away his stupid grin and tried a look of solemn benevolence. 

“I wish I could offer you someplace out of the rain,” he said in Immani. “Would you like some food with your tea? Maybe some wine?” 

The two girls looked at each other, and then the one with reddish hair said, “No, thank you. Tea will be fine.” Her voice was low, with hints of whiskey and cigars in her past, but still undeniably feminine. 

“Yes, tea, please,” said the brown-haired one, in a higher and softer voice. “I’m afraid I’m not hungry.” She stuck her little pointed chin out as she said it. 

Wen had the impression they were used to giving orders and having them obeyed. Both of them spoke Immani flawlessly—better than he did, in fact—though with a patrician accent. They had been well educated, then, whoever they were. 

He bowed. “Jian-Hong Wen at your service. I serve the governor, Prince Bayan, but I am a stranger in this land, like you. I’m also the court sorcerer of Chengzhang, far to the east. May I know your names?” 

The girls shared another look, this time slightly uneasy. “Sir Alan Rohesius,” said the brunette. 

“Sir Jeremy Doyle,” said the redhead. “We are knights of the Kingdom of Myrcia, far to the west.” 

Wen chuckled at this, until he stopped himself, conscious of how dumb he looked when he laughed. “You might be Myrcians,” he said, “but I doubt your mothers named you Alan and Jeremy. Unless I am misinformed, those are not girls’ names where you’re from.” 

Their faces flushed. The red-haired one puffed out her chest and said, “Pardon me, sir, but who we are is our own business. If I say I am Sir Jeremy Doyle, who are you to tell me I am not?” 

Running a hand over his rain-soaked forehead, Wen said, “Yes, I suppose you can call yourself whatever you like. But the fact remains that you are both clearly young ladies and not young gentlemen.” 

“No, we’re not,” said the redhead. “We are gentlemen and true knights of his majesty, King Edwin Sigor, and I’ll thank you, sir, not to impugn our honor. We may be small of stature, sir, and it is true we are both so young that we cannot yet grow proper beards. And yet, if courage is the measure of a man, sir, then we stand as tall as any king or emperor. In fact....” 

She went on in this vein for some minutes, while her brown-haired friend gave her sidelong looks, and Wen continued to rub his forehead. This had seemed amusing at first, but he was growing seriously annoyed. He should have been warm and dry at an inn, or maybe taking a day away from court to go cave exploring and look for interesting ores. He had only come over the pass with this patrol as a favor to the commanding officer. And Wen felt as if his patience and generosity had been tested more than enough for one day. 

“Godsdammit, will you stop that nonsense?” he said, interrupting the red-haired girl who called herself Jeremy. He clenched his fist and shook it at them. Without even meaning to, he made a swirl of blue sparks in the air. “You’re a girl. And so,” he said, turning to the brunette, “are you, madam. I don’t think the two of you have the faintest idea how much trouble you are in, and how much worse it can get.” 

The color drained rapidly from their faces, and the redhead took a shuffling step backward. They were frightened, and he hated himself for frightening them. But this was really for their own good. 

“Let me be clear,” he went on, his voice steadier. “I know you’re girls. And if I let these soldiers strip you, they, too, will find that you’re girls. Now, I will do my best to keep them from doing whatever they like with you, but when we get over the pass, and we get to Tanita, you and the rest of these captives will be sold as slaves.” 

Wen paused, unable to believe he was saying this out loud, yet too angry and frustrated now to apologize. The girls shuffled closer to each other and clasped hands. 

He went on, “And when you’re sold as slaves, my dear ladies, the slave merchants will discover that you’re girls, too. And I don’t think I have to tell you what sort of employer is likely to buy two pretty young women like you, do I?” 

“Fine,” said the brown-haired girl. “Fine, you’re right. We’re not Myrcian knights.” She looked up, blue eyes burning with cold rage. “I’m Alice Trevelyan. My friend here is Jennifer, and we—” 

“That’s enough,” said the redhead warningly. “Don’t say any more, Alice.” 

“If we don’t tell them, they’ll sell us to the east, and then what are we going to do?” The girl named Alice turned her furious look on her companion, then said, “We are Myrcian noblewomen. Jennifer here is the heiress to the Earldom of Stansted. I am the Countess of Moltzig, but I was born—” 

“Alice, don’t!” said Jennifer. 

“Well there’s no point in hiding it now, is there?” said Alice. “I was born Princess Alice Sigor, and my brother is Edwin Sigor, King of Myrcia.” 

Wen rarely swore or used vulgarity of any kind, in any language, but this seemed like the right occasion. “Holy fuck,” he said in Shangian. As remarkable as the statement was, he knew it must be true. Their bearing, flawless upper crust Immani. Plus, it was simply too outrageous to be a lie.

The sister of the new, young King of Myrcia. Good gods. What on earth was she doing here? How had she gotten caught up in the Immani Empire’s covert war? He was so startled by the revelation that it took him some time—at least a minute or two—before he realized everyone was looking at him, waiting for him to decide the girls’ fate. 

“Get a cart,” he said to the orderly. “Forget the tea. Get a cart. I’m going back, and I’m taking them with me.” 

He chose two men to act as an escort, and a third to drive, and he left the rest with the other prisoners and the wounded. All that day and that evening they rode slowly up the valley, along the twisting course of the half-frozen River Ezusyin, until they passed the tree line at nightfall and crept on, past icy black cliffs, to the narrow defile of the Surkosian Pass. 

At first the two young noblewomen sat on opposite sides of the cart, facing stubbornly away from each other. But then, beyond the pass, Alice went over to sit next to Jennifer, looking contrite. Without a word, Jennifer spread a blanket around her, and they fell asleep that way, rocking and swaying together as the wheels slipped and skipped over the ice. 

Sleet and snow started falling again as they came down from the pass, traveling through the town of Surkos, heart of the silver-mining district, where the furnaces stood cold, and the miners did no work, thanks to the “kind assistance” of the Immani and their lackeys. Wen surveyed the hills around the town, riddled with caves and mineshafts, and then watched the girls sleeping peacefully, curled up now under their blanket like a pair of cats by a fire. What on earth had they been thinking to come all this way to stir up trouble among the Teralians? 

But then again, a strange twist of fate had brought him there, too. He had come to Dommolia, the westernmost County of the Kingdom of Teralia, after learning of the vast new silver deposits. Stirred by a sense of justice and fair play, Wen had volunteered his services to Prince Bayan. But so far, he hadn’t managed to accomplish very much. Over the winter, Wen had started to wonder if there might not be another hillichmagnar in the area. An Immani hillichmagnar, working against him. He didn’t know for sure, and he didn’t know who the sorcerer was. But he had a bad feeling he knew who it might be. The thought of who it could be kept him awake sometimes, gritting his teeth in mute rage. 

Would Alice and Jennifer know who he was? Had they even met him? They were not hillichmagnars, so they might have met the blasted fellow and never even known it. 

“If only I had some help,” Wen grumbled. Some weeks earlier, he had sent a message far to the south, to the court sorcerers of Sahasra Deva, hoping to recruit them to his cause, in case there really was an Immani hillichmagnar across the river. But who knew if the Sahasrans would care what happened to Teralia. 

Tonight, though, he felt too tired to dwell on the injustices of the world, or on his hopes for foreign help, and so he fell asleep in his seat. He only woke when the sun was high in the sky, and they were coming out of the hills and into the grassy plains. The pine trees turned to pin oaks and maples, and then vast old willows shading little streams. The road curved one last time, and up ahead, past a motley patchwork of little farms, he could see Tanita, where the prince had his headquarters. 

Tanita was not the capital of the Kingdom of Teralia. Nor was it the capital of the County of Dommolia. Nor, indeed, was it even a particularly impressive city. Back in Chengzhang, it would barely have been rated a market town, and its mayor would never have been a noble higher than the fifth rank. But by the standards of Teralia, it was a thriving metropolis. 

The girls woke as the cart hit the first potholes in the narrow streets of Tanita. “Oh, we’re in a town,” said Alice, looking around her. 

“Where are you taking us?” Jennifer demanded. “If you’re thinking of selling us to a brothel, have the decency to let us kill ourselves.” 

“I am taking you to see the governor of the County of Dommolia.” 

They caused quite a commotion when they rumbled into Mellis Square and stopped in front of the castle’s big, iron-studded front gate. Wen sent some soldiers in to inform the prince they had arrived, and some officers came back to see exactly what Wen wanted. And Wen sent them back with more information. 

Eventually General Hano Gellian, the commander of all Prince Bayan’s forces in the County, came out personally. He wore leather sparring armor and carried a wooden sword. Most likely he had been in the middle of training. Looking Alice and Jennifer up and down, he sniffed and said, “Are you sure they’re even Myrcians, let alone Myrcian noblewomen?” 

Wen had Alice and Jennifer introduce themselves, and he thought they did a creditable job, even though the gruff old soldier clearly terrified them. 

General Gellian stomped away, muttering under his breath about “time wasters” and telling them all to wait. 

“I do think they could at least give us something to eat,” said Jennifer, sitting back down on the edge of the cart. 

Only a minute later, though, the big front gate swung open, and a squad of royal guards in their lacquered black armor and blue surcoats came out to escort them into the Reception Garden. Prince Bayan waited there on a red silk divan under a blue and green pavilion. All the nobles and ladies and officers of the court sat on low cushions and carpets before him, and behind him clustered the concubines and eunuchs of the harem. 

Wen suddenly had the idea that the only reason they had been left sitting outside the gate for so long was to give everyone time to get into position. 

The moment the prince saw Jennifer and Alice, he rose from his divan and swept over to embrace them both. He was a tall man, and swaddled in huge silk court robes as he was, he nearly engulfed them, like a lapdog falling into a pillow. It seemed ridiculous, but both of the girls looked as if they were about to break into tears of gratitude. 

“Please, you are my guests,” said the young prince. “You must refresh yourself and rest, and then you shall dine with me.” He flashed a brilliant smile. 

Wen really envied that smile. It looked sincere and charming, rather than pained. It looked like Bayan felt genuinely honored to see you, and couldn’t think of anything more important than your problems, and had never heard anything so witty as whatever you were saying. 

Jennifer and Alice thanked him, and then Bayan turned and clapped his hands. Instantly, he was joined by a slim, dark-haired girl swaddled in embroidered blue silk. Wen recognized the girl and bowed to her, though she did not seem to notice the gesture. 

“This is Lady Rosza a Kiraly,” Bayan said, still smiling, but laying particular emphasis on those last three syllables. 

He gave the two Myrcian girls a significant look, and Wen wondered if Alice and Jennifer understood the significance at all. At least they seemed to grasp that Rosza was a noblewoman. They curtsied to her, and she curtsied back. 

“Lady Rosza,” Bayan continued, “will be your companion while you are here. If you need anything, however great or small, do not hesitate to ask her.” He turned to Rosza and, giving her his warmest smile, said, “Please take my guests up to their rooms in the Ladies’ Tower.” 

Her ladyship clapped her hands, and in an instant, the Myrcian girls were bustled away by a merrily chattering column of concubines and eunuchs, all dressed in bright golden-yellow silk and festooned with jingling silver jewelry. 

The prince and his retinue of councilors and bodyguards followed them, with General Gellian at the prince’s side. And then came all the lords and ladies of the Tanita district—or at least those at the prince’s court—and Wen took his place among them. People speculated what the Myrcian girls were doing at court, and whether they would prove interesting company at parties. No one seemed particularly interested in hearing what the girls had been doing when they were captured. 

When a noblewoman asked Wen where he had found Alice and Jennifer, and he told her, her mouth snapped shut and she turned away to talk to someone else, as if the mere mention of the Surkosian Pass and the striking miners had been in unforgivably poor taste. 

Wen was alone by the time the parade of courtiers passed the decaying old monastery and headed up through the Inner Gate to the Court of the Well. They rounded the corner through the Chamberlain’s Gate, and went past the Chamberlain’s Tower, where Bayan’s treasury was kept, and where the real administrative work of the County went on. 

At the end of a long passage between whitewashed plaster walls, the path took an abrupt turn to the left again, and the courtiers climbed up the steps into the massive great hall. But another gateway stood there, low and red and carved with ancient Shangian characters, marking the entrance to the shrine of the Zorig dynasty’s ancestors. It wasn’t a large shrine, but then, the Zorig dynasty hadn’t been in power for very long. 

Seventy years ago, Bayan’s great-grandfather, Lord Chen-Lan Zorig a Kiraly, the illegitimate son of the last king of the Kiokos Dynasty, had seized power on his father’s death. He had ordered that all his brothers and half-brothers should either be murdered or made into eunuchs. As for his sisters and half-sisters, he had sold them off to his supporters to serve as concubines, except for his favorite half-sister, Princess Dulma, who became his chief queen. 

Not surprisingly, the Zorig Shrine made no mention of these colorful incidents from family history. It did feature a lovely, gilded statue of the infamous King Chen-Lan, though, which looked benevolently down on worshippers with almost exactly the same smile as Bayan. Wen avoided the place whenever he could. 

As he passed the gate, though, General Gellian stepped out from the archway and tugged at his sleeve. The old soldier had stopped there to lay an ambush for him. 

“What happened over the pass?” Gellian growled. 

In a few quick, tired sentences, Wen sketched out the brief engagement and told how he had discovered Jennifer and Alice among the survivors. 

“Fantastic,” said the general sourly. “If the girl really is Alice Sigor, as you say she is, then we’re in a lot of trouble.” 

“Oh?” 

Gellian shook his head, like Wen had been born a fool. “The Sigors are allied to the Immani. And the Immani are across the river, waiting for us to give them an excuse to invade.” He shook his head again. “I think you might have given them one. Especially with all that spellwork. You told me and his royal highness that the Immani might have a sorcerer of their own on the other side of the river.” 

“Um...did I say that?” Wen knew he had and deeply regretted it. Gellian never lost an opportunity to remind him of the ever-present threat. 

“Yes, and if you shot off a bunch of magysk fireworks, you’ve all but hung out a sign saying, ‘Come on over, boys, and enjoy yourself!’” 

Wen managed to detach himself from the general, but the encounter so annoyed him that he skipped Bayan’s welcome feast and took a walk around the walls of the castle to cool down. It bothered Wen that the general treated him this way. Despite the fact that Wen looked barely 20, and Gellian looked like he’d done a lot of hard living in his 46 years, Wen was more than sixty years older. 

That evening, he went to the Ladies’ Tower to see if Jennifer and Alice had gotten settled in, and learned from Lady Rosza that the two girls were reacting to their gentle captivity very differently. “Lady Alice refuses to eat, but Lady Jennifer was the life of the party.” 

As if to prove the point, Jennifer came jogging out into the creaking wooden corridor, surrounded by giggling slave girls tugging curiously at her red hair. 

“Oh, Lord Wen.” She smiled and dropped a curtsy. “I’ve been hoping to see you.” 

“Me?” he said. “Whatever for?” He almost forgot to bow to her. She had on a silk dress—obviously borrowed from another lady, and her curves were far more apparent now than they had been in her soldier’s garb. 

“I wanted to thank you,” she said. 

His face grew warm as he told her that it had been his pleasure, and he looked down at the floor to stop himself from staring at her anymore. 

“We must talk sometime,” she said. “There’s so much I want to ask you.” 

“Ask me?” He dared a glance up into her green eyes. She had lined them in kohl—the look was singularly becoming. 

“About magy,” she said. “I’m so very curious about it all.” 

“Many people are,” he said, looking down again. 

“And yet, I have some sort of game I’m supposed to be playing with these ladies,” Jennifer went on. “Something about drinking rice wine and writing poetry. I’m absolutely terrible at it, but I do my best. We shall have to talk later.” 

“We shall,” he agreed, and he stared longingly after her when she danced away with the slaves and Lady Rosza. 

He thought of her that evening as he fell asleep, but in his dreams, he saw another woman, instead. A woman with hazel, almond-shaped eyes and dark hair. The most beautiful woman he had ever known. The first woman he had truly, deeply loved, and a woman he could never have, because she had been his teacher and mentor. In waking life, he had only ever held her once, for a moment, for one desperate kiss, before she pushed him gently away. 

“I love you, too,” she had said, “but like a son. Not like this.” 

He woke in the morning still thinking of her, and having almost forgotten Jennifer and Alice. He woke, and the first words that came to his lips were her name: “Tatiana. Tatiana Zielenska.” 
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Chapter 3
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Gina stood on the rail of the ferry, balanced precariously above the swirling clear waters of the River Zomara. The current made the wide, flat-bottomed boat shiver and roll, but she kept her footing easily, watching the grubby little Teralian town of Azutal slip away. 

Then she turned, up on her tiptoes on the sagging, slick wood of the railing, and watched the western shore—the Immani shore—approaching. That made her smile even wider. But then, most things made Gina smile. Faustinus called this her “superlative talent”—to find the good in everything and everyone. And when she couldn’t find anything good, she could at least draw out something less dismal than the rest. 

“You should get down from there,” said Gulna from the driver’s seat of her cart. “It’s dangerous.” 

“Not for me,” said Gina. It was the truth, not a boast. The last time she had taken a bad fall from a balance beam, she had been 6 years old. 

“Then you should get down because no one likes a showoff,” said Gulna, turning to spit a wad of dark tobacco on the straw between the oxen. 

Gina complied, though she hadn’t climbed on the railing to show off. She had stayed behind to pay the ferry captain, and then the boat was so full of wagons and animals and people that the railing seemed the quickest and easiest way to get back to Gulna’s cart. 

This was the first warm day since November, and when Gina took a seat next to the old woman again, she shook off her fur cloak and rolled the legs of her baggy Loshadnarodski trousers over her thick calf muscles and up to her knees. 
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