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348 M.E.

They still had the doors on display, more than a century later. The place where the spell had hit was clearly visible: a dent, like the mark of a fist in soft earth. The brass rippled outward from there in smooth, wide circles, the way it had hardened as the metal cooled. They said if a person stared long enough, it would seem to still be moving, still running, still draining to the floor. 

This illusion appeared strangely restful, considering the immense violence that had blown the doors from their hinges and sent them flying halfway across a square crowded with desperate soldiers. In a few places, toward the edges of the great doors, one could see little bits of darker metal fused to the brass, sharp and twisted. Faustinus had been told these were weapons that the defenders of Paradelphia had been holding when he had hit the doors with the spell, setting off a chain reaction around the whole city. Those bits of metal were all that remained of the army of the last independent city in Thessalia. 

No one made doors like that anymore, because once people had seen what Faustinus had done to Paradelphia, there didn’t seem to be much point in bothering. 

The entrance hall with the brass doors was in the older part of the palace. Bigger, grander audience chambers were planned eventually for the emperor to use when he visited. The palace had paused in the middle of transformation, no longer quite what it had been, not yet what it would someday become. To the right of the entrance hall, one found wide, spacious courtyards and tall windows streaming light into gilded chambers. To the left, there were heavy, low-arched, twisting corridors of dark stone. That part had been built by some Thessalian king, centuries before. Faustinus couldn’t seem to recall his name. Perhaps no one remembered it, anymore. 

As he approached the audience chamber, he heard music—the Brigantian pipes, a harp, and a singer performing an old grand chanson. There was a vogue at the moment for such things—a revival of the culture that had been smashed when Brigantia, like Thessalia and Turetania and a hundred other distant lands, had been conquered. 

Faustinus passed a wide arch leading out to an arcade and a formal garden. The rain had started up again, so the musicians huddled under the arcade, while half a dozen young dancing girls flitted about among the low hedges. They were probably practicing for one of the innumerable court festivals. The cold winter rain made their bright cotton costumes cling to them, and Faustinus stood, admiring them and listening to the music, until the chamberlain cleared his throat and warned that His Imperial Majesty was waiting. Faustinus followed him regretfully. 

A pair of guardsmen swung open the doors of the audience chamber. These were not nearly so large as the gates of Paradelphia, but they were more heavily carved and gilded, and of course in much better repair. Beyond, at the end of a long, icy-smooth floor of white marble, the emperor sat in a velvet chair, warming his withered hands over a charcoal brazier, while a slave spread a quilted blanket of red and gold silk over his shoulders. He only looked up when Faustinus was a few strides away. 

“Oh, it’s you,” he said sourly. 

Emperors came and went, but generally speaking, emperors tried to stay on Faustinus’s good side. The last fellow to have the job, Trebonius Ursicanus, would have had a chair and a glass of wine waiting for Faustinus. He might have had one of the dancing girls waiting, too. But Emperor Lucius had never been quite so enamored of his assistant court sorcerer. Judging by the sharp look he gave Faustinus now, absence had not made him any fonder. 

Faustinus bowed. “Your majesty. It’s a pleasure to see you so well.” 

“I am not well, damn it. I don’t know why you have such an aversion to the truth.” 

“I speak the truth as I see it, your majesty.” 

“Then you need your eyes checked,” snapped the old man. 

Odd to think of him as “old” when he was nearly four centuries younger than Faustinus, but the emperor, like most people in the world, wasn’t a hillichmagnar. And in any case, sometimes one’s true age was a function of attitude, rather than mere longevity. 

The emperor continued. “Do you know why I summoned you here?” 

Faustinus had a fairly good idea. The war wasn’t going quite so well as one might hope. A military legate had blundered badly right before the Solstice and had lost the better part of his legion. 

“I imagine, your majesty, that you wished to discuss the situation in Loshadnarod and the alliance with Myrcia.” 

“Bugger and blast the alliance. Bugger Myrcia, too. Most of all, bugger you and your damn war.” 

He made another bow, lower than before. “Your majesty, there were many causes of the war, and—” 

“The primary cause was that you wanted it,” growled the emperor. “You talked my esteemed predecessor into this alliance and this war eight years ago.” 

“More like seven and a half, your—” 

“Bugger seven and a half! I was co-consul at the time, and I remember what you said. You said those silver mines were as good as ours, if only we bothered to take them. I want those mines, Faustinus. Otherwise what’s the damned point of this war?” 

“Of course, your majesty.” Faustinus forced a smile again, but inside he was fuming. “If I may mention it, Domina Vita Uggeri came with me from Terminium with a message from Proconsul Prince Tullius Ursicanus about a new operation we have planned. If it would please you to summon her, then—” 

“It would not please me. I have no interest in receiving your damned whore. I have even less interest in hearing excuses from my predecessor’s idiot son. I seriously regret naming him Proconsul of Terminia.” 

Faustinus could only imagine what Vita might say if Lucius dared to call her a “whore” to her face. Or if anyone called Tullius an “idiot” in her presence. 

“There is one other thing.” Of course there was. People like Lucius always had “one other thing” they wanted to say, always something unpleasant. “I have heard reports that in this last disaster, the horsemen used magy against us. They say Daryna Olekovna is fighting again. You told me she had withdrawn from the war. If she’s back, I want you to track her down and finish her, once and for all.” 

“I frankly doubt that she is fighting, your majesty.” At least he hoped she wasn’t. 

“If it’s not Daryna, then it has to be Sahasran court sorcerers. You’ll understand, I think, why I don’t regard that option as much of an improvement. I don’t believe my predecessor wanted to go to war with the whole world. I know I certainly don’t want to.” 

“I quite concur, your—” 

“I don’t care if you concur or not. Fix your mess before it gets worse.” 

“If I may, your majesty, I have a plan. I intend to recruit more hillichmagnars from Diernemynster and Myrcia. Then Daryna, along with the other leaders of Loshadnarod, will see further resistance is pointless. At the same time, Prince Tullius will—” 

“I don’t care about Tullius. His father was your puppet, and it looks like you’ve corrupted the son, as well. Don’t think I haven’t heard about all the carousing at that palace of his outside Terminium. As for your colleagues at Diernemynster, I care even less about them than I do about Tullius. You’ve got centuries to be friends with them. The rest of us don’t have the luxury of so much time to waste. I can’t begin to tell you how little I care about Myrcia. I want this war finished. Find Daryna and kill her. Then get me those mines.” After a long pause, the emperor made a shooing gesture with his fingertips. “You may leave now.” 

Faustinus left the audience chamber, but he didn’t go back to the entrance hall. He had rarely been so angry in his life, certainly not in the last century. How dare Lucius speak to him that way, like a servant or a slow-witted child? 

Faustinus stalked down empty corridors of smooth marble, trying to let his temper cool off a bit. He passed brightly-painted and gilded parlors filled with chattering courtiers, but he avoided these as if they had been infected with the plague. If he had to deal with anyone else at that moment, he would probably resort to magy, and that would be unfortunate, not to mention messy. 

Although he mostly felt angry at Lucius, he also reserved some of his ire, tentatively, for Daryna herself. Four years earlier, she had been badly injured, and she had refrained from fighting openly ever since. He had assumed that she didn’t want to kill him any more than he wanted to kill her. Perhaps he had overestimated her regard for him. It wouldn’t be the first time that had happened. He really hoped she wasn’t riding out on raids again. 

He walked on, fuming, letting his anger subside. And after walking through the west portrait gallery, the ambassadors’ dining hall, the hall of honor, the Guards’ cloakroom, the map room, the conservatory, and back again, Faustinus felt as if he could speak with other people without lobbing fireballs or turning anyone into a toad. 

He needed to go see Drustan. His old mentor would know what was going on. They didn’t exactly trust each other, but after talking to Drustan, Faustinus would have a better idea of how much danger he was in. 

He left the portrait gallery and headed out into the rainy courtyard, still in a foul mood. The dancing girls were still practicing, and their costumes now clung to them even more obscenely, but he spared them barely a glance. When he passed the orchestra, he paused only to tell the singer that he was sharp, and then carried on, hands in the pockets of his tunic, scowling at the glistening marble floor. 
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At the top of the stairs, worn smooth and slippery from generations of supplicant feet, Faustinus took a right down a long corridor lit with little balls of floating yellow flame. A nice touch, there. Then he took a left turn, and he came abruptly to a large, sunny, circular chamber with gilded statues and huge windows that looked out over Presidium and the straits. On one side, long tapestries with scenes from Brigantian mythology set off a private bedchamber. Books and scrolls lay scattered here and there, some on the furniture, some on the floor. Despite the rain, the windows were open, venting noxious green fumes over the city. 

Drustan Seissylus, a big man with a fading red beard, bent over some contraption of glass bottles, clucking with disappointment at a bubbling mass of goo that looked and smelled for all the world like boiling vomit. 

Faustinus’s mentor had studied at the old seminary in Oasestadt before the Myrcian conquest, hundreds of years ago, during the Golden Age of Odeland. Drustan often said that the world was getting stupider all the time, and that if he accomplished nothing else in his life, he would see to it that the great discoveries of the Odelandic natural philosophers were never forgotten. Drustan was Brigantian, actually, but he sometimes affected a slight Odelandic accent, and he liked to write in the blocky old Odelandic script. 

“Have you found the secret to making gold, yet?” said Faustinus, by way of greeting. 

Drustan looked up and grinned. “The secret to making gold is to get a job as court alchemist. Are you back to stay or just visiting?” 

“Visiting, I think. Vita and I arrived this morning from Terminium.”

“Ah, the charming Domina Uggeri. Give her my best. I hear things aren’t going well in Loshadnarod.” 

“Not especially well, no. His majesty was quite put out about it.” Faustinus picked up what looked like a large telescope lens from a side table and turned it over in his hands. The glass felt cold and surprisingly heavy. “Any idea who he’s been talking to recently? I’m getting the feeling someone around here doesn’t particularly like me.” 

“It’s the facts conspiring against you, my dear boy, not courtiers,” said Drustan with a shrug. “Your war cost him half a legion this winter. You can’t expect him to be happy about that. He’s been waiting years to get his hands on all that silver.” 

“This isn’t merely about the silver, though.” He levitated the lens and let it spin slowly in the air, refracting the dull gray light from the windows into little bits of rainbow. “He wants me to kill Daryna Olekovna.” 

Drustan’s thick red eyebrows went up. “Ah. Most unfortunate. Are you going to do it?” 

Once again Faustinus explained how he would convince Daryna to end the war. “I’m going to need as many hillichmagnars as possible to make it work, though,” he said. “Any chance you might want to see Loshadnarod in spring?” 

“No, thank you,” the older sorcerer said. 

Faustinus had expected no less. The war was in its eighth year. If Drustan had possessed the slightest desire to serve, there had been plenty of chances before now. 

“If it’s all the same to you,” Drustan went on, “I’d rather keep out of this. It really is a shame about Daryna, though. It’s so difficult to find a really good archrival.” 

“I’m not sure I’d go so far as to call her my archrival.” 

“Well, a rival of a more ordinary kind, then. An opponent, at least. A good opponent is very important. Worth his weight in silver, in fact. An opponent allows you to convince your allies that they’re under threat. Without that threat, they might start to wonder what’s the point of having you around.” 

Sudden footsteps came up the hall, slapping wetly against the floor mosaics. Faustinus turned to see one of the dancing girls from the courtyard. One of the prettier ones, too, with big brown eyes and thick, damp brown hair plastered to her head and her slender neck and her pale shoulders. Her costume had become so thoroughly soaked that, but for a few pleats and bits of embroidery, she might as well not have worn anything at all. 

She took the hem of the dress in one hand and lifted it, preparing to strip off the sodden fabric entirely, so Faustinus had a brief view of her legs to mid-thigh. They looked very nice. She clearly spent a lot of time practicing her art. 

“Honestly, if we have to rehearse again in the rain,” she said, “I’m going to ask for—” Then she spotted Faustinus, gave a little yelp of surprise, and let the skirt fall back over her legs. “Oh, gods. I didn’t know you had company, Drusty.” She covered herself with her hands and ran behind the tapestries. 

“This is Servius,” said Drustan. “Count Servius Lepidus Faustinus. No doubt you heard him mentioned when you were in school. Faustinus, that young lady is Julietta Delia Amalia, my new mistress.” 

“Good to meet you, Dominus Faustinus.” The girl’s voice was muffled by a rustle of fabric. “I apologize for my appearance.” 

“Don’t apologize on my account.” 

Drustan laughed. “Ah, she is quite pretty, isn’t she? You probably want her, I imagine, but you can’t have her until I’m done with her. Isn’t that right, Julietta, my dear?” 

The girl emerged again, engulfed in a giant dressing gown that she had clearly borrowed from Drustan. Her wet hair was swathed in a towel. She gave him an exasperated look and sighed. 

Faustinus bowed. “I apologize for my old friend’s manners.” 

“Oh, don’t worry,” she said. “I’m used to it.” 

Drustan gave him an expectant smile, and Faustinus took his cue. “Charming to meet you, Julietta, but I’m afraid I was leaving.” 

Once he left Drustan’s apartments, his mood darkened again. Visiting the old hillichmagnar had been a complete waste of time; he had gained nothing but a glimpse of Julietta’s legs. And as nice as those legs were, Faustinus wouldn’t have made a special trip to see them. 

He intended to hire a carriage at the palace entrance, but the rain stopped as quickly as it had started, and he decided to walk home through the Fora Antiqua. As Plenipotentiary Legate for Myrcia and the Trahern, he could have insisted on having a room in the palace for the night, but he never did that unless he had to. There were too many people around, watching and listening. 

Instead, he had left his baggage at the villa that Vita Uggeri had rented in the city. It stood on a narrow side street in an old, slightly-less-fashionable block of the Palatine District, half a mile from the palace. Faustinus had barely spent five minutes in the villa before the emperor’s summons arrived for him. He only had time to form a vague impression of gilt and alabaster and spindly antique furniture with Sahasran silk cushions. And, of course, the massive, canopied bed that Vita had claimed for herself. 

Vita Uggeri stood in the front hall, still in her cherry-red riding dress. At some point in the past hour, she had taken her wild, curly black hair down from its simple traveling ponytail and arranged it with ruby-studded combs. Somewhat incongruously, she had also replaced her long black leather riding boots with a pair of thick gray woolen house slippers. 

With graceful, imperious gestures of one hand, she directed a phalanx of newly-hired servants in arranging the tapestries and unpacking a crate of liquor. In her other hand, she already had a glass of Annenstruker whiskey, and when she spotted Faustinus, she happily poured another for him. 

“Let me guess,” she said. “Our glorious Emperor Lucius wasn’t pleased to see you.” 

He brushed aside her thick, black curls and kissed her cheek. “No, he wasn’t. He was quite rude about you, as well. He’s not interested in hearing your message from Tullius.” 

“The message about the Lake Halyna plans? I expected nothing less.” She led the way into one of the front parlors, away from the servants, and closed the door behind them. 

The room was empty, except for a long, blue velvet settee under a wide arched window. 

“I’m going to need to leave for Myrcia a little sooner than we thought,” he said, drawing her toward the settee. “I don’t suppose you’d like to come with me.” 

She slid her hand out of his. “As tempting as that sounds, I just rented this house.” 

Leaning in, he kissed her neck above her red velvet choker. With his lips still brushing her smooth, dark skin, he whispered, “Think how much fun it could be.” 

“Darling, no.” She stepped away from him. “I’ve been thinking about this, and I hope we can remain friends. I’ll always be on your side. But I can’t keep doing this sort of thing.” 

“Ah.” He tried not to feel aggrieved, but after what he’d been through at the palace, this seemed like adding insult to injury. “I suppose it’s not really the same with just the two of us. Without Tullius, I mean.” 

“It’s not that,” she said with a weary smile. “I love both of you dearly. And Terminium was such a lovely time. But there’s a point in a girl’s life when she needs something a bit more stable than falling back into bed with the same lovers merely out of habit. I’m sorry.” 

“Fair enough.” He took a long drink of his whiskey. “I hope I can still count on a spare room here to spend the night. I’ll need to leave early tomorrow morning.” 

“You can’t even wait a few days for my Amoralia party?” She sighed when she realized he could not. “Of course, you can stay the night. And you can count on a good deal more than that. I was quite serious when I said I’ll always be on your side.” She pointed with her glass toward another, smaller door. “Speaking of which, I’ve got someone here you ought to see.” 

She led the way through the door, down a narrow servants’ corridor, and through a little arcaded courtyard with a bare birch tree and a fountain in the center. On the far side they came to a vaulted chamber outside the kitchen, covered in yellow glazed tiles. It seemed to be some kind of butler’s pantry. Two men sat in worn old rocking chairs by the huge open hearth, where an iron teakettle steamed over a little fire. 

The pale fellow on the right was Sir Presley Kemp, a Myrcian-born accountant and secretary. He had arranged the rental of this house for Vita. Faustinus considered him a friend and ally, though Kemp sometimes still seemed a bit wary of Faustinus. That was probably a sign of intelligence in the man. 

He looked up, brushing his wavy brown hair from his eyes, and smiled. “You’re back soon.” Pointing to the other man at the hearth, he said, “I told the legate you wouldn’t be gone long.” 

Faustinus knew the other man, as well. He was Legate Quintus Cornelius Valens—the general who had blundered and lost half his legion before the Solstice. He had been summoned to see the emperor even before Vita and Faustinus had left Terminium to come here to Presidium. Frankly, it was a surprise he hadn’t been arrested or executed yet. 

Valens was a thin man with deep blue, sunken eyes. Looking at him made Faustinus want extra helpings of dessert out of sympathy. His eyes were bloodshot now, and judging by the scent of wine that hung about the legate, he had been drinking for some time. 

“Bad day?” Faustinus asked. 

“I suspect we’ve both had more or less the exact same day,” said Valens. “I’m being sent back to my command, at least, which is something. If everything goes well with the new plan, the emperor said he might not confiscate my estate.” 

“The operation will work,” said Vita brightly. “And when Faustinus gets the Diernemynster hillichmagnars to help, then that will be the end of the war.” 

“If you say so,” grumbled the legate. “I don’t suppose I could take a message to Prince Tullius for you, could I?” 

“What sort of message did you have in mind?” Faustinus asked. 

Valens shifted in his chair. “Um...well...I was thinking after speaking with the emperor that a certain amount of...change might be good. A...fresh perspective on leadership. And I wonder if you think—as I do—that Prince Tullius might be persuaded to...take a more active role in government. If, um...you see what I mean.” 

Faustinus could indeed see what Valens meant. It was the sort of thing that could get a man poisoned or hanged. Magy gave hillichmagnars an average lifespan of two thousand years, and it allowed them to bring fire and ruin and death to their enemies. But it couldn’t stop a quiet stiletto to the heart. There could be spies and assassins anywhere. Valens himself could be a spy, come to that. This could easily be a trap. 

Sir Presley seemed to think so, as well. He jumped up from his rocking chair and glanced at the little mechanical clock on the heavy granite mantlepiece. “Is that the time? Earstien, I’d better get home. Grigory will be finishing his lecture soon, and I promised him we could go book shopping this afternoon. So sorry to dash off like this. Hope the house suits you, Vita. Let me know if I can do anything else.” Then he shook hands all around and practically sprinted from the room. 

“Clever fellow,” muttered Faustinus. With a smile at Valens, he said, “Have some tea, will you? I need a brief word alone with Domina Uggeri, if you don’t mind.” 

Leaving the legate behind, he took Vita through the kitchen, where her new cooks were preparing garlic lobster and oysters in wine sauce for lunch, and out the back door into a little herb garden. 

“Is this your idea?” he asked. “Is this what you think Tullius wants?” 

She crossed her arms, and a deep furrow appeared between her big, dark brown eyes. “I had no idea Valens would suggest anything along those lines. But do you think he’s got a point?” 

“Do you?” 

“I asked first.” With a hint of a smile on her lips, she stepped closer and whispered, “You’ve done it before. You told me the story yourself. After the fall of Paradelphia, you helped install a new emperor.” 

“That was a century ago, in a different time.” 

“It’s always a different time. That’s the nature of time. I shouldn’t have to tell a hillichmagnar that.” 

“So you think we should do this?” 

She let out a long sigh and tapped a manicured fingernail against her bottom lip. “No. I don’t think Tullius wants this, either. At least not so long as there’s still a chance we can finally have peace. Do you really think you can get Daryna to switch sides, though?” 

“With any luck, yes.” 

Vita grinned and patted his cheek. “You don’t need luck, darling. All you need is to be your normal, charming self.” 
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Vita could not recall having ever spent so much of an Amoralia clothed and in conversation. It certainly had nothing to do with being too old, she assured herself. When she had turned 40, she had taken it as a personal challenge and devoted that year to one long debauch, the likes of which she had not contemplated since her 20s. 

But a month ago she had turned 41, and she had started facing the fact she couldn’t keep living like this indefinitely. Her time with Tullius and Faustinus in Terminium had been nothing short of magysk, but she also decided during the trip to Presidium that her wonderful time with them would be a last hurrah, not a sign that she could fuck and drink for days on end for the rest of her life. But not because she was old, of course. She simply wanted a change of pace.

And yet, her own Amoralia should be her yearly exception. She was slowing down, embracing her maturity, not taking a vow of celibacy. Her home overflowed with guests, even though she had only managed to send out the invitations two days before. She felt gratified to see she remained a hostess whose invitations meant something to the cream of Presidium society. They all now lounged around her parlors and bedrooms, enthusiastically celebrating the goddess of love.

She ought to be in some bedroom or with the adventurous group that had claimed the library for the night. Senator Cloelius and his lovely wife, Zenovia, had made a point of asking her to join them. Instead, Vita sat fully clothed on a soft settee in her music room with the very buttoned-up Grigory Sobol, chatting about Faustinus and his former lover, Daryna Olekovna.

“His plan will definitely work,” Grigory said, his Loshadnarodski accent showing more than usual in his excitement. “The other hillichmagnars will want to save one of their own.”

Vita did not hold out nearly as much hope for Faustinus’s plan as either Grigory or Faustinus himself. She had met enough hillichmagnars and heard enough stories about their kind to know how unlikely it would be for the sorcerers of Diernemynster to get off their asses and do anything. She had not admitted as much to Faustinus before he left, and she had no intention of saying anything to Grigory, either. She understood what this mysterious sorceress meant to both men. Daryna Olekovna had been instrumental in helping Grigory flee Loshadnarod and reunite with his true love, Presley Kemp. 

And speaking of true loves, although he would rather die than admit it, Vita well knew that Daryna was the great love of Faustinus’s life. If anyone could make this plan work, he could, so she would remain hopeful, if doubtful, and silent.

“Are you sure you would not care for an introduction to anyone?” Vita asked, ignoring Grigory’s attempt to discuss Faustinus. “The captain of the Nemi hasn’t taken his eyes off you for the last five minutes.” 

She pointed across the room to a small group lounging on pillows and bolsters. Most of them had their eyes fixed on a half-naked blond-haired young man lazily tuning a lute and explaining the “inspiration” for his newest song at tedious length. The good captain—a trim fellow with a salt-and-pepper beard—noticed Vita looking their way, however. He smiled and waved. 

“Oh, no. I mean, no thank you,” Grigory blushed.

“Are you positive? Captain Gordianus is a delightful man, and generally up for anything.”

Grigory turned so red now, she feared he might be nearing some kind of apoplectic episode. Poor boy. He’d been in the Empire for almost four years, and he still couldn’t cope with talk of orgies, even while attending one.

“That’s very kind,” he whispered. “But, truly, I am happy with Presley.”

“I have no doubt Captain Gordianus would be more than happy for you to bring Presley with you.”

“He is busy with, um, business.”

Presley, bless him, was almost always working, even when not technically at work. At this exact moment, he was in her back parlor buttering up potential customers on behalf of his employer. She didn’t mind his using her party as a chance to create even more business for Crispus Rufus Stylianos, the most successful shipping magnate in Presidium. After all, why did anyone entertain or leave home to be entertained if not to make contacts? 

But poor Grigory did not belong at an orgy, and she hoped Presley would return soon to keep him company. Because Vita would otherwise be up and about and enjoying all the pleasures available, rather than sitting with the one person who vowed not to have sex at her orgy. Well, Presley had no intentions of having sex either, she had no doubt. But the mere concept of an orgy didn’t turn his face the shade of a tomato the way it did Grigory’s.

Really, she should be happy for the two of them. They had found each other, even after eleven years apart. They’d made their way to Presidium, where two men could live happily together for the rest of their lives. Grigory and Presley needed nothing but each other. It was really quite sweet.

As the blond fellow in Captain Gordianus’s group finally started to play his lute, two new guests entered the room. The dark-haired young lady gave a graceful twirl in time with the music. The red-bearded old man with her paid her no heed, all his attention on flagging down a servant with a tray of whiskey glasses. 

Vita finished her wine and set the glass on the table beside her. With a swift pat on Grigory’s knee, she announced, “I need to go play hostess for a minute, dear. Best of luck fending off the captain.”

Without waiting to listen to his protests, Vita glided across the room, fixing her most winning smile on her face as she went. “What a pleasure to see you both!” she said, clasping the hand that Drustan Seissylus wasn’t using to hold his whiskey. She kissed him on his somewhat wobbly cheek. “It’s always nice to have you at one’s home. And Miss Amalia, what a lovely dress.”

The dress revealed too much of her, even for Amoralia. But she was so young, and probably this dirty old man had picked the outfit for her. Vita felt a sudden urge to support the girl. Being a dancer who caught Drustan’s eye could have its long-term benefits if the girl played her cards right. 

And yet, Vita had been in a disastrous, and frankly horrific, marriage when not much older than this girl. Vita had gotten extremely lucky, and her violent, alcoholic, worthless shit of a husband had died and left her extremely rich. She had a magnificent life now because of the horrors of her youth. And while she doubted Drustan treated Julietta as miserably as Vita had been treated by her husband, she also suspected this affair would not be Julietta’s fondest memory when she grew older. The things young women suffered to get ahead could be truly frightening. 

Vita vowed to herself that she would be especially kind to the girl. Much in the same way that dear Senator Cloelius and Zenovia had supported and encouraged her back when her husband had been so awful.  

“May I get you anything, Miss Amalia? A drink? A partner or any other necessaries? There are already several groups scattered about. The people in the library—”

“Oh, really, you don’t need to bother! Drusty and I have already hit I can’t even remember how many parties tonight. Haven’t we, Drusty?”

“Hmm? Oh yes. Pardon me. I think I spy Legate Metellus.”

Drustan departed with no further attention to either his companion or hostess. Sometimes Vita wondered if hundreds of years made a person tired of basic manners, but then she thought of how endlessly polite Faustinus could be, and she guessed Drustan had been born rude. Still, if he intended to entertain himself, then she no longer needed to worry about him, and she could focus on making this night as enjoyable as possible for Julietta. Vita smiled at her young guest.

“What can I offer you, Miss Amalia? Wine? Whiskey? Man? Woman? Both? All of the above?”

Julietta gave her a look that, even without words, screamed “It’s embarrassing how hard you’re trying.” Which, Vita supposed, could be fair. Perhaps she was coming across too strong. 

“So, you said you stopped by other parties this evening?”

“Oh yes. At least three. Maybe four.”

“I’ve been back in Presidium for such a short time, I don’t even know who else is in town and entertaining. Where did you go?”

“To all the important parties,” Julietta answered, her expression bored, eyes scanning the crowd, likely in hopes of finding someone more interesting. Vita tried not to take this personally. Julietta was too young to know Vita had been one of the most celebrated hostesses in the Empire for two decades. 

“Oh,” Vita said with a smile. “So, who counts as important in Presidium these days?”

Julietta rattled off the names of some politicians and officers of reasonable significance, but none that Vita thought could possibly be considered more important than her. She’d had her hand on the pulse (and often in the pants) of every man who mattered in the Empire. She’d dined with emperors and fucked princes. This girl didn’t know what she was talking about.

“It’s always interesting to hear what other people consider important,” Vita said politely. She was about to turn away and leave the girl to her own devices—she would surely manage on her own—when the girl laughed. Vita froze and the smile that curved her mouth threatened to slip.

“It’s not me who says they’re important,” Julietta said, as though speaking to a child. “Drusty said we had to hit the important parties first.” Her voice dropped in imitation of Drustan’s gravely baritone. “‘Old Vita Rufina can wait until the end.’” In her own voice, she added, “Not that I think you’re old, of course.”

For the first time since their conversation began, the girl suddenly looked interested in talking to Vita. She leaned closer and said, “I’m going on a mission for him, you see.” 

A servant with whiskey walked up and they both took a glass. Julietta took a sip and giggled. It was Vita’s first hint the girl was far from sober. Vita recalled her earlier desire to help this girl who knew little of the world and would soon be tossed aside by an old man who showed as much interest in her as a cleaned pork chop bone. But Vita set aside any feelings of sympathy, remembering that she had been called old and unimportant. 

If Drustan’s mistress felt drunk and chatty, well, what might Vita not learn? If she uncovered something important, she could find a way to get in touch with Faustinus. Perhaps a letter to Queen Rohesia. She would be able to pass along a note to Faustinus fighting with Myrcia’s army.

“A mission!” Vita said, eyes wide in girlish wonder she had never felt even as a girl. “What kind of mission? Working for a hillichmagnar must be amazing.”

“You have no idea! Apparently, I’m about to meet all the hillichmagnars.”

She laughed some more, and Vita tried to understand what the girl might be talking about. “I’ve met a few hillichmagnars, too. Really a fascinating bunch.”

“And you have to figure the ones in Myrcia are extra interesting, right?”

Myrcia? Did she mean the famous Caedmon Aldred? But why would she refer to Caedmon and the handful of hillichmagnars at the Myrcian court as “all the hillichmagnars”? Could she mean...? 

“You don’t mean Diernemynster, do you?” Vita asked the question with fascinated awe and even giggled into her hand at the end. She felt like an idiot, but she had discovered long ago that the easiest way to get information from an idiot was to meet them on their own level.

“I couldn’t possibly say,” Julietta answered with a wink. “I think I’ll end up running into Faustinus while I’m at it. It must be awfully cold on the Loshadnarodski front, don’t you think? I’m sure I could keep him warm, since he had to go all that way alone.”

Vita could hear the barely veiled insult in Julietta’s tone. She knew she shouldn’t let this child get to her. She had let Faustinus go alone of her own accord. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t wanted her. Still, she couldn’t help herself. “Oh, I’ve known Faustinus a long time. I’m quite sure if his bed was cold, he’s already found someone to warm it up.”

“But I’m sure someone young and exciting from home will do the trick for him. He must be longing for that by now.” Julietta smiled as if her words were innocent, but Vita would have happily put her head through a wall.

Fortunately, Vita wasn’t a violent woman. She had become one of the most influential women in the Immani Empire thanks to her brains. Well, her looks and money had helped a good deal, too. And she had more money every day thanks to smart investments (and some excellent advice from Presley). And she still had more than enough beauty and elegance to stay at the top of the Empire’s societal heap. This little girl would not get the better of her.

She also wouldn’t forget this girl worked for Drustan, and that wily old hillichmagnar had no love for Faustinus. Yes, Julietta and Drustan merited some extra attention from Vita. For now, though, Vita wanted to enjoy her own damned orgy.

“I hope you have a very safe journey,” Vita smiled. “And a bit of advice—Faustinus loves to have his toes sucked.” It was, in the whole world of perversions, the only thing she had ever discovered Faustinus did not enjoy. She assumed he would forgive her this one little joke. “Now, if you will excuse me, I am off to check on things in the library.”
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Chapter 4
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No place with this much sand had any right to be this cold. It wasn’t quite freezing, of course. And nights in Oasestadt were probably warmer than the afternoon in Leornian this time of year. But Broderick had thought it would be much hotter. 

He had only been to Oasestadt once before in his young life, and that had been in late June, when his Uncle Lukas had attended a tournament for the Solstice. Broderick remembered the sweltering, oppressive heat. He remembered the blinding light of the sun on mile after mile of white sand and parched mud bricks. But that had been June, and this was March, and those three months, it seemed, made all the difference in the world, even out here in the western desert. Huddling out of the wind in the lee of the gatehouse, he deeply regretted the fact that he had left his fur cloak and quilted tunics back in Formacaster. 

His uncle and father had finally decided that he was, at the age of 14, old enough to travel on his own. He would be first squire to a great commander, and they felt he could be trusted to act like an adult. So for the first time, Broderick Gramiren, Jr. had to find his own way and pay for his own rooms. 

His first night in town almost ended badly, when he unwisely elected to save a few farthings by getting a room in one of the seedier Odelandic districts. It wasn’t just the looks of dull hatred that the Odelandic Myrcians turned on him in the common room that evening. He could go upstairs to his room to get away from those. No, it was the shouting and swearing and very clear sounds of violence in the narrow, sand-choked streets. 

Broderick had been third squire to his uncle for two and a half years, serving with the army on the upper Trahern. But he’d never seen an actual fight until last night, when he had looked out his window and watched a man get stabbed in the face by two other men. 

In the morning, he had ventured to ask the innkeeper if things like that happened often in that neighborhood. The big, bearded man had shrugged and said, in thickly-accented Myrcian, “It’s these mercenaries out here to volunteer for your Leorniac war with Loshadnarod. Our local gangs don’t like them.” 

This was the first time in his life that anyone had referred to Broderick as a “Leorniac.” He knew he was one, of course. His grandfather had been King Ethelred of Myrcia, and if you went back far enough, the Kings of Myrcia had been the Kings of Leornian. The Leorniacs had won their independence from Odeland under the great Edmund Dryhten, and then they had pressed on and captured the Odelanders’ capital city. This very city. 

Broderick gathered that it had been a much grander place back in those days. He had seen whole districts of crumbled ruins inside the city walls, half-buried in sand and overgrown with weeds, where there had once been palaces and great merchant houses. Most of the city smelled of dung and rotting offal, but down near the docks, the scent of stagnant water dominated. Not even the canals of Severn in high summer stank worse. 

Broderick had paid a fellow to take him out on the great lake that gave Oasestadt its name, and the man had pointed out the old pump towers that had once carried water from the lake to irrigate fields miles and miles in every direction. Very few of the pumps still worked. “You Leorniacs keep saying you’ll fix them,” the man said sadly, “but no one ever does it.” 

Broderick had taken a great interest in the story of the fall of Oasestadt, because the man he would serve as squire had actually been there. His new master was a hillichmagnar, a holy angel of Earstien, gifted with long life and magysk powers. And he, along with other hillichmagnars in the service of Edmund Dryhten, had killed the dark Odelandic sorcerer Kuhlbert and then helped conquer this city. These days he served as an Immani general, of all things, and his name was Plenipotentiary Legate Count Servius Lepidus Faustinus. 

Serving such a man would be a terrible responsibility, and Broderick felt sure he would mess it up completely. His father certainly thought he would. So Broderick’s feelings about being chosen for the position veered wildly between cautious pride and a terrible certainty that this was some sort of cruel joke. Even so, it was a tremendous opportunity. After years of uselessly polishing armor and doing laundry and cooking breakfast and feeding hunting dogs, he would finally go to war. And if he did well enough, he would be a knight, at long last. 

The soldier at the gate nudged Broderick’s knee with the toe of his boot. “Hey, kid. Here comes your fellow, I think.” 

Broderick jumped to his feet and stared into the vast wasteland beyond the walls, the endless smooth plain of sand, broken only occasionally by palm trees and wretched little orchards. There were a number of travelers on the road this morning—the carts of merchants and pilgrims coming to see the holy shrine in the center of the city. 

Traffic from the north and west arrived at this particular gate, and Broderick had made it his business to be here to meet his new master in person. He hoped this would show that he had initiative. A first squire had to always be ready to serve his master. But he had a bad feeling it showed he had so little to do that he could afford to sit by a city gate for hours on end, like a beggar. 

After a few seconds, Broderick saw the person the soldier had indicated—a tall figure, wrapped in a dusty gray desert cloak, riding a very fine white stallion with a red and gold saddle cloth. This was an Immani officer, all right. At his hip he had an Immani short sword, the famous gladius of the legions. The grip was made of ivory, and the pommel and handguard were gilded—clearly the mark of a legate. 

He drew closer, and the Myrcian soldiers on duty at the gate snapped to attention and presented their arms. The man pulled his hood back, revealing a strong jaw covered in stubble, dark eyes, and sand-crusted brown hair. 

When he first turned to address the sergeant commanding the gate, he looked utterly weary and spent, like he might fall off his horse and sleep right there in the gateway. But as he talked, a strange change came over him. His back straightened, his eyes became quick and alert, and a warm, friendly smile came to his lips. He spoke Myrcian perfectly, without a trace of an Immani accent, and he laughed and joked easily, with the confidence of a man who knows his jokes will be laughed at. 

After half a minute, his eyes fell on Broderick, and the boy took a deep breath and stepped forward. “My lord, by your leave, may I beg your pardon to introduce myself to you. I am your new squire.” 

***
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“MY SQUIRE?” THE BOY looked so earnest that Faustinus suppressed the laughter that desperately wanted to escape his lips. 

“Yes, my lord. You had indicated to my father your desire for a new squire. He has sent me.” The boy bowed and then, after a second, added, “If it please your lordship, of course.” 

Now that the boy mentioned it, Faustinus remembered asking a number of people about getting a new squire, but that had been months ago, before he had gone to Terminium to see Tullius and Vita. He had almost forgotten. 

Faustinus looked the boy up and down. He had a wild head of brown, curly hair and straight, slightly angled eyebrows that made him look entirely too serious for his age. But how old was he? He looked tall, but very thin. Probably he was 14 or 15, and had sprung up half a foot in the past year. That didn’t bode well for his balance or coordination. Ah, well. Everyone had to start somewhere. 

“Young man, I don’t mean to seem overly inquisitive, but who is your father, exactly? And, if you don’t think it impertinent of me to ask, who are you?” 

The boy turned red as the Imperial standard and stammered out, “Broderick, sir. Broderick Gramiren. Er, Broderick Gramiren the younger, sir.” Then he produced a sealed warrant, held it out, and bowed so low his stiff silk hat fell off and rolled over by Faustinus’s feet. 

So this boy was the son of the Captain General of Myrcia. Faustinus knew the man well. Broderick the elder was a formidable soldier, fantastically brave, and completely unprincipled. People always assumed that he and Faustinus must be friends. They weren’t, though. Perhaps they were too similar to ever fully trust one another. 

And now Broderick the elder had gifted Faustinus his son as a squire. Very interesting. Would the boy inform on him to his father? Or was the boy a hopeless incompetent, and this was intended as a sly insult? 

The boy still bent at the waist, waiting. Whatever the father’s intention in sending him, it clearly wasn’t the son’s fault. And he seemed, based on ten seconds’ conversation, to be a perfectly pleasant young man. 

The boy was obviously who he claimed to be. Now that Faustinus knew his name, he saw the family resemblance. But for the sake of form he took the boy’s warrant, read it over, and noted the seals of Broderick the elder and Lukas Ostensen, Duke of Severn, whose sister, Lady Muriel, was this boy’s mother. Broderick the elder was the natural son of the late King Ethelred. Lukas and Muriel’s mother had been born an Annenstruker princess. One had to admire the boy’s connections, if nothing else. 

Faustinus knelt down, picked up the boy’s hat, and held it out, along with the warrant. “Very well, Broderick Gramiren the younger. I accept your service.” 

He let the boy lead his horse through the city, past the old pilgrim inns and a crumbling triumphal arch built to celebrate the wedding of an Immani Proconsul’s daughter to a King of Odeland, centuries ago. They passed the huge Shrine of Uleflecht, as well, rising in three massive tiers over a teeming crowd of pious pilgrims, sad beggars, and unscrupulous merchants peddling icons and relics of the Glaube saints. 

Young Broderick got a pensive look on his face as he regarded the icons for sale. “Sir, may I ask you something?” 

“Of course.” Faustinus liked to encourage subordinates to ask questions. It saved him time explaining things later on, and it revealed whether the subordinate was too stupid to bother training. 

“Sir, is it true that Daryna Olekovna, the Loshadnarodski sorceress, is fighting again? The men at the gate said they heard it from a Columnian mercenary who knows an auxiliary with the—” 

“It could be true,” he admitted. “But it probably isn’t. Never underestimate the importance of a good opponent, young man. Perhaps Legate Valens made up that story to explain why his men fought so poorly. Not to worry. We’ll find out, one way or the other, soon enough.” 

And when that day came, and he had irrefutable proof that Daryna wasn’t fighting again, then he looked forward to sending a letter to the emperor, informing his majesty of the fact, and rubbing it in as much as possible. 

From the Shrine Square, they took the long, curving street called the Konigstrasse up the hill to the gates of the Zitadelle, formerly the royal palace of Odeland, but now the residence of a Myrcian duke. This part of town seemed noticeably more prosperous, with fine mansions made from sandstone or even granite, facing the street with big, shimmering windows, and surrounded with high walls and gates. The richest Leorniacs lived here, while the ethnic Odelanders, whose city this had once been, crowded together in wretched tenements west of the shrine. 

Faustinus had often thought this was not a state of affairs calculated to produce long-lasting peace and domestic accord. But those were the sorts of thoughts he kept to himself when visiting Myrcia. It was bad manners to go into someone’s house and tell him how to run it. 

At the Zitadelle, in a wide garden filled with splashing fountains, they huddled near braziers for warmth and had an early luncheon of hot mulled wine and broiled antelope, while the Duke of Oaseshire told Faustinus the latest news of the war. The duke had received a letter from Prince Tullius in Terminium two days earlier. 

Tullius wrote that the Lake Halyna expedition was well underway, led by elite Immani cavalry and mountain troops. They had made good progress in the eastern Wislicbeorg mountains, despite appalling weather. So one half of the grand plan for winning the war seemed to be going well. As for the other half—the half that Faustinus was responsible for—Tullius reported that no one had seen actual proof that Daryna Olekovna had taken the field. 

“That is what the proconsul’s spies say,” sighed the duke. “But then, it is so difficult to find good spies these days.” He eyed young Broderick warily as he said it. 

The duke treated the boy with a good deal of suspicion at first, no doubt worried that anything he said would be reported to the captain general. But Faustinus insisted Broderick join them at the duke’s table in the garden. This wasn’t just good manners, of course, but also good policy. And the duke, once he had recollected himself, seemed to realize it. By the end of the meal, he patted the young fellow on the back and called him “Broddy.” 

The duke brought out his daughters and made them play the flute and lyre for the entertainment of his guests. The boy might be the son of a bastard, but he was the grandson of the King of Myrcia and the great-grandson of the King of Annenstruk, and that counted for something. 

Unfortunately for the duke and his progeny, the whole production seemed to sail right over Broderick’s blissful head; he seemed honestly confused as to why the duke kept pressing him for an opinion about the girls’ musical talents. The girls had done a passable job with their selection of old Odelandic Platzmusik ballads, but Broderick couldn’t be expected to know that. 

The boy fell asleep almost as soon as they reached their rooms. Faustinus, however, stayed up long enough to write letters to both Tullius and Vita. The messages were short and impersonal, but he had very little to report yet, and he was too tired to say more than that he had reached Oasestadt, and that he wished the Zitadelle had a real Immani hot bath. 

Early the next morning Faustinus and his new squire left the city by the northeast gate, known as the Kameltor, where the huge desert caravans arrived and dispersed, and where they gathered again for departure. In the frosty desert dawn, they could see thousands of the great beasts, already stirring, raising clouds of breath with every low, dissatisfied grunt. The camel drivers clustered around their fires, drinking coffee from tin cups and laughing at obscene jokes in half a dozen languages. Companies of mercenaries camped there, too: Minertians and Tartuvians, Odelanders and Zekustians, Annenstrukers and Alokkoans, all waiting to depart for the war in the east. 

“Sir, may I ask you another question?” Broderick’s voice came out strained and high. 

“Of course.” Faustinus thought the boy would ask about the mercenaries, but that wasn’t it at all. 

“Sir, I don’t want to seem presumptuous, but...well...you’re a hillichmagnar, aren’t you, sir?” 

“Indeed I am, Broderick. And there’s nothing presumptuous in saying so.” 

“It must be nice to be able to do whatever you want.” 

Faustinus laughed. “If only that were true.” 

“Sir...would you mind showing me a spell? Just a little one?” 

Faustinus turned in his saddle. “Surely you’ve seen magy before.” Considering the boy’s family, he had to have seen spells used. By tradition, several hillichmagnars from Diernemynster lived at the Myrcian court and advised the king. 

“Um, I didn’t really grow up at court, sir,” the boy said, answering Faustinus’s unspoken objection. He went on to explain that he had spent his earliest years at his father’s country estate, and then had been shuffled around from relative to relative, serving as a page boy, until his last job as third squire to his uncle, the Duke of Severn. He blushed. “I, um...saw you at a reception once, sir. From across the hall, of course. And I met Caedmon Aldred in a receiving line once.” His voice faded off into an embarrassed whisper. 

“No matter,” said Faustinus brightly. He held out his hand and used an elementary ignition spell to summon a floating ball of blue flame six inches above his palm. Most hillichmagnars learned how to do that spell in their first few years of study, but the boy was suitably impressed, all the same. “You will need to get used to magy, Broderick. Do you know where we’re going?” 

“To the war, sir?” said the boy. 

“Yes, eventually. But first we’re going to Formacaster so I can talk to the court hillichmagnars. Trust me. It won’t be long until you’ve seen so much magy that you’re sick of it.” 

The boy shook his head, making his curly hair flop about his face. “I don’t think that could ever happen, sir. Magy is...it’s awesome, sir.” 

Faustinus could have said something grim about all of the nasty and horrifying and painful uses to which magy could be put. But he decided not to. Truthfully, the boy was right. It never got old. Even after four and a half centuries, Faustinus still wasn’t tired of magy. 
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Chapter 5


[image: ]




Snow began falling, and the long valley faded into a misty haze in the gray light before dawn. Daryna knew the fort was down there, past the soaring pines and over the little glacier-fed streams. But the falling snow hid it like a cloak. Misha, who had been here before, called a halt to the company, and they dismounted on the shore of a frozen pond. 

Three of the younger men pushed forward, eager for the honor of helping Daryna down from her horse, Morana. She didn’t need help, but she took the hand of the youngest soldier, anyway. It would give him something to tell his children someday—“I once touched the hand of the Blessed Daryna Olekovna.” 

The men and women of the company paused for a drink, checked their mounts, and then, in ones and twos, they began approaching Daryna again. They removed their tall hats of felt and fur as they spoke. They lowered their eyes, and they apologized for daring to interrupt her thoughts. 

She knew they would come; they always did. On the verge of battle, they wanted assurance of Earstien’s love. They wanted to be absolved of their sins. So they came to her and asked for her blessing, so they could revel in the joy of battle unencumbered by any sense of guilt. 

Sometimes Daryna wished someone could do the same for her. She never spoke with anyone but Misha about her guilt and regrets anymore, and even he didn’t seem to understand her. Once upon a time, she might have told Grigory Sobol about her feelings, but he lived far away in the Empire now. He was happy in a way she could never be. And perhaps it didn’t matter, anyway. Perhaps her guilt was too heavy for anyone else to carry. 

No one else had any idea of the turmoil in her heart. These soldiers, or at least the Loshadnarodskis among them, considered themselves especially blessed, because the Blessed Daryna was riding to war again, and had chosen to ride with their polk, or raiding company, over all the others. 

For the past three raiding seasons, she had remained back in the royal camp, so men and women who wanted her blessing had been obliged to ride there first to ask for it. But now here she was, on a raid with them. They saw it as a special mark of Earstien’s favor. 

Each of the soldiers who approached Daryna clutched a little carved and painted bird, called a Ptitska, which symbolized Earstien’s grace. After a century and a half, Daryna didn’t remember how the tradition had started, or even if she was the one who had started it. At some point, Daryna had begun telling people that the bird had appeared to her in a dream, which might even have been true. But it bothered her that she did not remember. She might be lying and not even know it. 

She took each little bird from its owner, kissed it, and handed it back. Some of the birds had been clutched so fiercely and blessed so many times that the paint had worn off them. When she returned the Ptitska, she would ask the owner if he felt sorry for his sins, and if he was ready to die for Earstien. After the response, always affirmative, she dabbed the man’s forehead with scented oil (she kept a bottle of it in her pocket at all times), and then moved on to the next supplicant. 

One young boy, the same who had helped her down from Morana, confessed shamefacedly that he didn’t have a Ptitska. This was his first raid, he said, and he hadn’t grown up at the royal camp. So, he had never met her before. How very exciting for him. The silver arrow on his cloak—symbol of the Serebro Polk—still looked bright and new, like it had been embroidered there last week. Which it possibly could have been. 

She dug into her other pocket and pulled out a brand new little bird, with fresh, bright dabs of rainbow paint. She had an old woman back in camp who whittled and painted them for her, and Daryna never went anywhere without one or two, just in case. The boy received it with a look of religious rapture—a look that Daryna had seen many times before. The similarity of that look to sexual ecstasy never failed to disturb her. 

One group of soldiers did not ask for her blessing, but stood respectfully apart, gazing off into the trees and politely pretending not to find the whole business absurd. They were Sahasran court sorcerers from the Vizierate of Magy, up from Roshan to help in the fight against the Empire. They had been wandering about Loshadnarod for a few weeks, “Observing and advising,” as they put it. Well, three of them had been in country longer and wandered all the way up to the northern border where they had helped the local clans destroy an Immani legion at Urengoy. Since that triumph, they had all trained for this attack alongside Misha and the Serebro Polk. But Daryna still did not know them well. 

Prince Vadik was very enthusiastic about these foreign allies. “Loshadnarodski and Sahasran magy working together,” he had said, “is a sure sign of Earstien’s favor.” Except that these Sahasrans were pagans, and they came from an entirely different magysk tradition from the one in which Daryna had been educated. She knew their leader, Lord Harish Govinda, and she had never liked or trusted him. But what could she do about it now? They were here, and the attack had already been planned. 

When the last blessings had been given, Daryna turned to Misha. Their eyes met for only a second, and she understood what he would have said if he had been able to say it out loud. And she trusted he knew what she would have said. Then he turned to the officers of the polk and said, in a low voice, “It’s time.” 

Daryna went first, accompanied by two of the Sahasran sorcerers, a man and a woman. They were bundled heavily against the cold, with only their dark eyes visible between layers of fur and leather. They didn’t seem inclined to talk, but considering they were almost in sight of the enemy, that was probably a good thing. They tramped downhill through thick snow, weaving silently through the black, icy trunks of trees. Then they paused at the edge of the frozen stream, a hundred yards from the little wooden fort. 

A sentry stood on top of the rough-hewn gatehouse, stamping his feet and rubbing his hands. A century before, Daryna might have tried to think of a way to spare him. But she knew now it was pointless. Not every life could be saved. She held up a gloved hand, considered the distance to the gate, and then whispered, “Lochtien Barne.” A strange yellow glow lit the snowy hillsides, and then a fireball the size of a carthorse screamed out of the sky and blasted the gatehouse to kindling. 

The sixty men and women of the Serebro Polk thundered out of the trees with a howling cry, the horses churning up the snow as they came. Misha rode in the lead, of course, with the big plume of his tall steel helmet streaming out behind him. 

Atop the rough wooden stockade of the fort, Myrcian soldiers, dazed, singed, and shaken, struggled to mount a defense. At one spot, a knight or man-at-arms managed to rally a squad of archers, and they loosed a desperate volley at Misha’s riders. 

A blocking spell hung on Daryna’s lips, but before she could say it, one of the Sahasran sorcerers held up his hand. He had a gilt steel gauntlet, set with precious stones. He touched one of the stones, whispered something in his own tongue, and the air quivered and shook. The Myrcian arrows rebounded as if they had struck an invisible wall, and then tumbled harmlessly to the ground, under the hooves of the Loshadnarodski horses. 

The other Sahasran, the woman, had a ring with a deep green stone. She touched this to the palm of her other hand, said a few words in a low, sing-song voice, and the archers were engulfed in bright green flames. They struggled and screamed before they fell over the wall and crumbled to ashes. 

Lord Harish and the rest of the Sahasrans came running up. Looking at Daryna and pointing at the fort, he cried, “Attack!” She ignored him. He tried again with a great wave of his big, furry glove. “Attack, Lady Daryna! Attack!” 

She shook her head and let him run off with his own troops. Perhaps he was carried away with the excitement of impending victory, but if he thought he could start giving her orders, he could go freeze in the Void. She answered to Earstien and Queen Nina. Possibly to Prince Vadik, too. But certainly not to Harish Govinda. 

By the time Misha and his riders reached the wreckage of the front gate, the surviving Myrcians were in full retreat, bolting out the back gate and throwing their weapons away in their haste. When Daryna got to the fort, a minute later, the only enemy soldiers left were the dead. The Loshadnarodskis cheered and patted each other on the back. A few shook hands awkwardly with the Sahasrans. Daryna offered a quick prayer of thanksgiving, after which the polk began to scour the fort for anything that might prove useful, or at least valuable. 

They called this “Earstien’s Blessings,” a time-honored tradition among the raiding companies of Loshadnarod. The soldiers ran around, collecting swords and knives and horses, whooping with delight at each new find and rushing to display their treasures to each other. They were like children at Seefest, trotting around with new lambs to show off to their friends, even though everyone else had new lambs, as well. 

Daryna didn’t really need anything, but she wandered around the little fort, all the same. You never knew what you might find in an enemy fort, or what you might learn if you had faith and knew what you were looking for. 

Unlike most of the men and women in the polk, Daryna could speak, read, and write Loshadnarodsk, Immani, and Myrcian (and several other languages besides). With luck, she might see some letters or written orders lying around. She located the quarters of the fort’s commander, but all the letters in his desk were of a depressingly personal nature, with news of love and childhood ailments and loans past due. 

Through a low door in the commander’s parlor, she found what looked like a small chapel, and she was surprised (but certainly not disappointed) to find Misha there, alone. He had his helmet off, and his blond hair hung from its braids in wisps over his ice-blue eyes. 

“Did you come here to pray?” She took a step toward him. Then, on second thought, she went back and shut the door first. 

“I came here to find Earstien’s Blessings,” he said. He pressed up behind, arms around her, hands running down over her chest, lips brushing her neck. “I seem to have found them.” 

That was probably blasphemy, especially considering they were in a chapel. But Daryna didn’t care. She was pinned to the door by his weight and his strong arms. She could barely turn her head enough to see him. He hadn’t shaved in a week, and the stubble scratched her cheek, but she didn’t care about that, either. 

There was something else he hadn’t done in a week. Neither had she, for that matter. She felt his hands on the clasps of her riding dress, and she reached back to help him undo his trousers. 

The door opened, and Misha’s weight pushed Daryna forward, almost into the arms of one of the little Sahasran women. Not one of the fake sorcerers who had fought in the battle, but the real hillichmagnar who had come along to look after their weapons. Her big, dark eyes grew wide in shock. Then her mouth turned up at the corners. 

“Sorry to interrupt,” the Sahasran said. 

The woman was quite young by hillichmagnar standards—only in her late eighties—and Daryna supposed she hadn’t been able to find other work. What was her name again? Oh, yes. Pallavi Ratnam. 

“Ah, Pallavi,” said Daryna. Her face burned, and the woman’s smile grew. “Um, Polkovnik Misha and I were...er...he was trying to help me to, um....” 

“Adjust your sword belt,” said Misha quickly. “I need to go see to the soldiers of my polk. Excuse me.” And he rushed off. 

“So, is this something you do often?” asked Pallavi, her voice burbling with suppressed laughter. She had a look of recognition now—one sinner finding another. The Blessed Uleflecht had written about that. He had called it “the comradeship of folly.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Daryna, running a hand quickly over her dress to make sure all the toggles were closed. 

“I mean does our handsome polkovnik often help you ‘adjust your sword belt’?” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Because if it were me, personally, I would let him ‘adjust my sword belt’ whenever he wanted. I think I could ‘adjust’ things with him all night, and—” 

“Please don’t be vulgar,” snapped Daryna. “I will have you know that despite the war, I still consider myself a hillichmagnar of Diernemynster.” 

“Oh, that,” sighed Pallavi, with a wave of her hand, as if the strict rules of personal morality enforced by Diernemynster were nothing more than vague suggestions. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone.” 

“There’s nothing to tell,” said Daryna. Then she excused herself and went back out to the snowy, mud-smeared courtyard, where there were more people and more noise and hence, more opportunity to be alone with her thoughts. 

After months of near-misses and close calls, she and Misha had finally been caught. How much had Pallavi Ratnam really seen? How much would she tell? Would she believe Daryna’s statement that nothing untoward had been happening in the chapel? And what sort of person was Pallavi, anyway? Did she really care as little for sexual morality as she pretended? And even assuming she didn’t care about morals or the rules of Diernemynster, how did she feel about hypocrisy? 

Daryna knew the rules, and she knew that what she did with Misha clearly violated them. But this, she told herself, was only temporary. It didn’t affect her essential self, devoted to her role as the spiritual leader of the Loshadnarodski nation. She didn’t like thinking of herself as a sinner, so she usually tried to avoid thinking about the problem at all. She tried to have faith that somehow, the problem would work itself out. 

At times like this, though, when they were threatened with discovery, she had to confront the truth of her own sin. She didn’t want to stop. But at least she wanted to want to stop. That was something, wasn’t it? No, it probably wasn’t. There was a standard of proper behavior, and a person either met it, in which case she was honored and honorable, or a person did not, in which case she was despised and despicable. 

Sometimes she tried to reassure herself by remembering what she had told Grigory Sobol years earlier, when he had confessed to her that he desired other men. “Earstien made us all what we are. All of us, for better or for worse.” Grigory couldn’t help the way he had been born. He was merely obeying his nature. So couldn’t Daryna say that she was doing the same thing? 

But which nature should she obey? Her nature as a woman, or her nature as an angel? How could she reconcile the conflict? 

She was frightened sometimes at how easily she could embrace hypocrisy. She kept trying to run away from that, but it always caught up with her. She was turning out to be no better than one of those pagan hillichmagnars—the ones who had no moral code and who had no idea why anyone would want one. She was becoming, in other words, just like Faustinus. 
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Pallavi didn’t particularly care one way or another what the Loshadnarodski hillichmagnar did with the polkovnik. It wasn’t any of her business. It was a shame, though. With Daryna’s beauty—her dark hair, big blue eyes, and full, gently curving red lips—she could have had any man on earth for a lover if she had bothered to make an effort. 

But of course she had been trained by the hillichmagnars of Diernemynster, and those people thought Earstien wanted them to be totally celibate. That would be hard enough for normal humans, but for people who remained young and beautiful for centuries, it was sheer insanity. Pallavi had studied at Diernemynster, too, for a few years, and she had made a number of friends there. But she had never even pretended to follow their rules. 

The polkovnik was very handsome, too. If Daryna weren’t Misha’s lover, then Pallavi might have volunteered herself for the role. But looking back over their week of training in the wilderness, she could clearly see that Misha and Daryna were in love. They tried to be discreet about it, of course. But every once in a while, there had been a look that lingered a bit too long, little smiles over a shared secret. It could have been close friendship, but close friendship didn’t push a woman against a door and put a hand up her skirt. 

They both must have felt so frustrated to be so close all week, but never be alone. Still, they really needed to be more careful. Someone else might have opened that door on them. Someone who wasn’t nearly so sympathetic. And if Pallavi had noticed the glances they had been giving each other, someone else might have, as well. 

She felt bad for interrupting them. She would gladly have left them to fuck in peace, but of course they couldn’t admit they were doing that. So now they were embarrassed and frustrated, which was partly Pallavi’s fault. Mostly it was their fault for not locking the door, but she did feel a certain degree of responsibility. 

Perhaps she should offer Misha some sympathy and a warm bunk. No, perhaps not. Daryna would take it poorly, and Pallavi never wanted to alienate an ally. Oh, well. They would all have to find other ways to amuse themselves. 

In Roshan at the Vizierate of Magy, no one cared at all what hillichmagnars did in their spare time. That was true of the court sorcerers of Minerto, as well. And from everything she had heard, it was true of the hillichmagnars who served the Immani Emperor, too. 

For her part, Pallavi had had many lovers, and she fully intended to have more in the future. She didn’t feel as if it hurt her ability to do magy at all. If anything, it allowed her to approach her work in a calmer, more rational frame of mind. If part of your job involved the careful manipulation of explosives and dangerous, highly unstable spells, then you had to keep your mind confined to the task at hand. Daydreamers didn’t last very long in her line of work. So if something distracted her—hunger, thirst, or sexual urges—she took care of it, and then she went back to do her job. 

Out in the courtyard of the little fort, some of Misha’s men loaded up food, weapons, and other loot on the backs of the Myrcian horses. The snow was letting up now, with only a few stray flakes here and there, but the air seemed colder, though it was getting on toward noon. Pallavi thought of the Myrcian soldiers they had chased out into the wild with only the clothes on their backs. Their chances were pretty slim. 

“Miss Ratnam, would you care to join us?” 

She recognized the nasal tenor drawl, and turned to see Lord Harish lining up his command by the shattered gate. He was a big man, with powerful shoulders, a thick neck, and a long, jutting chin that he kept thrust out, as if he wanted to break down a door with it. 

With him were the six other members of his team. First there were Anjua and Chanda, two solidly-built middle-aged women from a matriarchal tribe in the far, tropical south. They had their own traditions of magy down there. Their own traditions of a lot of things. Pallavi had her suspicions about what the two women got up to in their own tent, but they had never invited her to join them, so she couldn’t say for certain. It wasn’t any of her business, anyway. 

Then came Navin, a young, doe-eyed boy from the dusty city of Majhra, far to the east. Pallavi had liked him initially, since she was from Majhra, too. But of course she was almost seventy years older than him, and had left town before his grandparents were born, so they didn’t really know any of the same people. Then there were two slightly older men, Pradip and Bishen, who never talked to Pallavi at all, except when their weapons needed repaired. 

Finally there was another, younger woman from the matriarchal south named Kishori. Thin and wiry, she looked out at the world suspiciously through narrowed eyes. Or perhaps she was nearsighted. Pallavi didn’t know her well enough to say. For some reason, Kishori didn’t get along with Anjua and Chanda, even though they came from neighboring villages. But Pallavi didn’t care enough to find out the reason for this animosity. It wasn’t any of her concern, either. 

“Time to check our weapons,” announced Harish. The team members drew out their collection of rings, pendants, bracelets, knives, slings, and gauntlets, holding them out for inspection. Then he turned and nodded to Pallavi, “Check them, if you would, please.” 

She wanted to say something like, “No, I’m feeling a bit tired, why don’t you do it?” But Harish was immune to sarcasm. Immune to any sort of criticism at all, in fact. The handful of suggestions she had made to him to improve the running of the team had been received with bored indifference. This in spite of the fact that she was the only actual hillichmagnar in the group. 

You could say what you liked about the prudes up at Diernemynster—they at least had an appreciation for the value of hillichmagnars in the world. Harish and his kind treated her like a sort of squire or servant, as if keeping the spells in their weapons working was more or less the same as watering the horses and cooking supper. 

In the magysk theory of Roshan, hillichmagnars were called “Srotas,” or Sources. The ordinary people who used the magysk weapons were called “Yothas,” or Fighters. For some reason (most likely because the system had not been designed by hillichmagnars), Yothas were thought to be superior to Srotas. 

At the Vizierate of Magy, they said that “A Srota is the ocean breeze in the sails; a Yotha is the captain at the helm.” A Source of magy was little more than a beast of burden, in fact—a valuable resource to be cared for, of course, but certainly not capable of higher-level thoughts. They were seen as unreliable, unstable, driven half-mad by the magy that they carried in their bodies. Only a fool would trust such a volatile being with the command of a squad of troops in wartime. And that was why every single other member of the team, even young Navin and Kishori, outranked Pallavi. 

It would be useless to point out that she could kill them all with a single spell. They knew it quite well, and in Harish’s view, that was precisely why she couldn’t be trusted with authority. 

In cynical moods, which happened more and more often as the years went on, she suspected that the way things were organized at the Vizierate of Magy also had something to do with the fact that most of the Yothas were from the Zura and Rathla castes—the warriors and old rural nobility—while hillichmagnars came from every class and caste. Her people had been Vaniks, or merchants, for example. 

She went down the line, looking over the various weapons, asking each team member if there had been any problems. When she got to Pradip and his jeweled gauntlet, he pointed to one of the gems and said, “It didn’t release at first.” 

As soon as she touched it, she found the problem. “The dual-stage triggering spell is fading, and the linear shield spell that serves as a safety is—” 

“That’s nice.” Pradip heaved a sigh, then turned away to watch the Loshadnarodski warriors load their loot while she worked on the gauntlet. 

The Yothas couldn’t feel magy, so they had no idea how complex the weapons were that Pallavi built for them. From their point of view, they pressed a certain jewel, said a few words, and then watched as enemies standing a hundred yards away were vaporized. 

They thought of this sequence of actions as a “spell,” but in fact it was the result of a carefully balanced, finely tuned mechanism of spells. Spells to focus energy. Spells to focus pressure. Spells to release other spells. Spells to sense direction and weather. Spells to track the eyes of the Yotha using the weapon, so the final spell—the attack spell—went in the right direction, and didn’t blow the Yotha’s face off. Spells like wheels and gears and springs. Even among hillichmagnars, not many people were quite as good as Pallavi at visualizing how it would all work, at seeing how the spells would all operate together, and then putting them on in the correct order. They had taught her how to do some of it at the Vizierate in Roshan, but a lot of it she had figured out for herself. 

She finished putting a new triggering spell on Pradip’s gauntlet and handed it back to him. He thanked her with a grunt before turning again to talk to Bishen. But she had already moved on to check the reciprocating catchment spell on Anjua’s locket. It was finicky at the best of times, and for some reason it seemed to be reacting poorly to the cold. 

As she bent over the locket, feeling out the invisible contours of the spells, Anjua and Chanda talked with Lord Harish over her head, almost as if she weren’t there. For a few moments, she barely heard them as she concentrated on terminating the faulty catchment spell without making the whole thing explode. But then she heard Harish say something about Diernemynster, and she stopped to listen. 

“Obviously they won’t intervene,” said Harish dismissively. “They’ve barely lifted a finger since the Myrcian War of Independence.” He added, “That was three hundred and fifty years ago, of course,” as if anyone in the world didn’t know that. 

Anjua and Chanda seemed to agree with him, and as they talked, Pallavi heard them mention names she knew, names of people she had met at Diernemynster. People whom she considered her friends. People like Caedmon Aldred. People like Servius Faustinus. People who were now on the other side of this war. When Chanda said that she doubted Caedmon Aldred was as powerful as people said he was, Pallavi gave a little snort. 

Harish frowned and said, “Aren’t you done yet, Miss Ratnam?” 

Pallavi sighed and turned her attention back to the catchment spell, and she wondered how much more shit she would have to eat before she could go home. 
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The rain thundered on the gray slate roof of the Magnarhus and slid out of the gutters into the wind in spinning ropes and twisting sheets. Normally you could see the whole city of Formacaster from up here, but today it had almost all vanished in the rain. All but the dark shape of the half-finished cathedral down in the town square, and a few glimpses of sodden thatched roofs. Beyond that, the city walls were a faint gray line; even the watch fires that burned at the gates seemed to have been quenched. 

The snow had stopped, at least, and that was something to be glad for. The air felt bitterly cold, though, and Moira Darrow would much rather have been inside reading by the fire or up at the castle trading gossip with Queen Rohesia and Princess Elwyn. 

But instead she sat on this old south-facing balcony, because even on a gray late-winter day, the light was better out here for sewing and embroidery. Not that it helped much in Moira’s case. Her fingers were numb from the cold and from sticking herself accidentally with the needle dozens of times. She could barely feel the rough wool fabric anymore. 

Moira’s companion on this frigid morning was her fellow student, Evika Videle. They both studied magy under Lady Jorunn Unset, an Annenstruker noblewoman who was one of the most respected and powerful hillichmagnars of her generation at Diernemynster. They knew this because Jorunn told them so all the time. Moira had once joked about this to Evika, only to find that Evika had taken Jorunn seriously and couldn’t see why Moira found it funny. 

Today’s task, set by Lady Jorunn, was to make quilted coats and vests for the Myrcian troops on the Loshadnarodski front. The informal winter truce still held, but those poor men remained at the border forts, freezing in the ice and snow, and Lady Jorunn thought they might want something warmer. Moira had suggested the men might prefer it if three hillichmagnars showed up and started fighting on their behalf, but Lady Jorunn had accused her of “Not being helpful.” 

“Oh, I wish I could do that,” sighed Evika, looking over at the quilted surcoat Moira was working on. The girl was 12 and thin, with ears that stood out a bit too far from her head. But she had tiny, delicate fingers, too, and she was almost supernaturally gifted at embroidery. Unlike Moira. 

“You wish you could do what?” asked Moira warily. 

“It’s...oh, how do I put this?” burbled Evika. “It’s the way yours all look so unique and individual. Mine are all the same and boring. But yours really look like someone cared about making them special.” 

Moira could have strangled the girl, except that Evika was entirely sincere. If Evika had ever said anything insulting on purpose, Moira hadn’t been there to hear it. Evika was never mean or cruel or short-tempered. She fed stray cats with her leftover lunch, and had tried to save the life of a bird with a broken wing the first week they were in Formacaster. She had perfect manners and was an excellent cook. She was good and decent and pretty and perfect. Moira hated her. 

Evika didn’t think they needed to do more for the war effort. Evika just felt thankful she could be here at the famed Magnarhus, right next door to Wealdan Castle, seat of the Kings of Myrcia. 

Normally magy students as young as Evika spent their time studying with their mentors at Atherton, an ancient boarding school far to the north, usually reserved for the children of the wealthy and powerful. But Lady Jorunn had decided that her students would benefit from seeing first hand how the hillichmagnars of Diernemynster guided and supported the Kingdom of Myrcia. So she and Evika had left Atherton and come south to the capital. And she had also summoned Moira from Diernemynster, where she had been finishing her education on her own. 

Hillichmagnars were only born every 75 years, with the return of the comet Lochtien. Those who were born within the Trahernian nations, at least, were found by Diernemynster and educated in the magysk arts for nearly a century. Most of the learning, particularly early on, happened individually with a single, trusted mentor, known as a Lareow or Lareowess. By the time one student was finishing up his training, decades later, the mentor could usually leave him at Diernemynster and start teaching a new student from the next “class.” 

This meant that, while technically Moira and Evika both studied under Lady Jorunn, Moira was old enough to be Evika’s great-grandmother. Moira found it all rather embarrassing. Whenever Jorunn assigned the same task to her and Evika, Moira couldn’t help feeling like a dimwitted child, kept back in school for being too stupid. 
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