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“Tell your elder I’m sorry about the mess. But at least you get to keep all your food this year, right?”


She patted Vadim on the head, then sauntered over to her beautiful gray-and-black stallion, who waited patiently nearby. She tied her horse to the wagon, then climbed onto the seat and started back the way the soldiers had come.


Vadim watched until he could no longer see the Ranger’s wagon. Then he looked at all the dead men who lay at his feet. Now he knew there were worse things than imperial soldiers. Though he didn’t understand the reason, his whole body trembled, and he began to cry.


When he finally returned home, his eyes raw from tears, he told his mother what had happened. She said he had been blessed, but he did not feel blessed. Instead he felt as though he had been given a brief glimpse into the true nature of the world, and it was more frightening than he had ever imagined.


For the rest of his short life, Vadim would have nightmares of that Ranger of Marzanna.
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PART ONE


THE RANGER OF MARZANNA


“Of all the enemies I have faced during my many years of loyal service to the empire, none have equaled the Rangers of Marzanna in sheer unflinching savagery. It was said they had sacrificed their very humanity in exchange for power, and that they worshipped Death itself.”


—General Matteo Fontanelli,
Memoirs of a Humble Servant to the Empire, Vol. 8
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Istoki was not the smallest, poorest, or most remote village in Izmoroz, but it was close. The land was owned by the noble Ovstrovsky family, and the peasants who lived and worked there paid an annual tithe in crops every year at harvest time. The Ovstrovskys were not known for their diligence, and the older folk in Istoki remembered a time when they would even forget to request their tithe. That was before the war. Before the empire.


But now imperial soldiers arrived each year to collect their own tithe, as well as the Ovstrovsky family’s. And they never forgot.


Little Vadim, age eight and a half, sat on a snow-covered log at the eastern edge of the village and played with his rag doll, which was fashioned into the likeness of a rabbit. He saw the imperial soldiers coming on horseback along the dirt road. Their steel helmets and breastplates gleamed in the winter sun as their horses rode in two neat, orderly lines. Behind them trundled a wagon already half-full with the tithes of other villages in the area.


They came to a halt before Vadim with a great deal of clanking, their faces grim. Each one seemed to bristle with sharp metal and quiet animosity. Their leader, a man dressed not in armor but in a bright green wool uniform with a funny cylindrical hat, looked down at Vadim.


“You there. Boy.” The man in green had black hair, olive skin, and a disdainful expression.


Vadim hugged his doll tightly and said nothing. His mother had told him it was best not to talk to imperial soldiers because you never knew when you might say the wrong thing to them.


“Run along and tell your elder we’re here to collect the annual tithe. And tell him to bring it all here. I’d rather not go slogging through this frozen mudhole just to get it.”


He knew he should obey the soldier, but when he looked at the men and horses looming above him, his whole body stiffened. He had never seen real swords before. They were buckled to the soldiers’ waists with blades laid bare so he could see their keen edges. He stared at them, clutched the doll to his chest, and did not move.


The man in green sighed heavily. “Dear God in Heaven, they’re all inbred imbeciles out here. Boy! I’m speaking to you! Are you deaf?”


Slowly, with great effort, Vadim shook his head.


“Wonderful,” said the man. “Now run along and do as I say.”


He tried to move. He really did. But his legs wouldn’t work. They were frozen, fixed in place as if already pierced by the glittering swords.


The man muttered to himself as he leaned over and reached into one of his saddlebags. “This is why I’m counting the days until my transfer back to Aureum. If I have to see one more—”


An arrow pierced one side of the man’s throat and exited the other side. Blood sprayed from the severed artery, spattering Vadim’s face and hair. He gaped as the man clutched his gushing throat. The man’s eyes were wide with surprise and he made faint gargling noises as he slowly slid from his saddle.


“We’re under attack!” shouted one of the other soldiers.


“Which direction?” shouted another.


A third one lifted his hand and pointed out into one of the snowy fields. “There! It’s—”


Then an arrow embedded itself in his eye and he toppled over.


Vadim turned his head in the direction the soldier had been pointing and saw a lone rider galloping across the field, the horse kicking up a cloud of white. The rider wore a thick leather coat with a hood lined in white fur. Vadim had never seen a Ranger of Marzanna before because they were supposed to all be dead now. But he had been raised on stories of the Strannik, told by his mother in hushed tones late at night, so Vadim knew that was what he saw.


“Get into formation!” shouted a soldier. “Archers, return fire!”


But the Ranger was closing fast. Vadim had never seen a horse run so swiftly. It seemed little more than a blur of gray and black across the white landscape. Vadim’s mother had said that a Ranger of Marzanna did not need to guide their horse. That the two were so perfectly connected, they knew each other’s thoughts and desires.


The Ranger loosed arrow after arrow, each one finding a vulnerable spot in a soldier’s armor. The soldiers cursed as they fumbled for their own bows and let fly with arrows that overshot their rapidly approaching target. Their faces were no longer proud or grim, but tense with fear.


As the Ranger drew near, Vadim saw that it was a woman. Her blue eyes were bright and eager, and there was a strange, almost feral grin on her lips. She shouldered her bow and stood on her saddle even as her horse continued to sprint toward the now panicking soldiers. Then she drew a long knife from her belt and leapt toward the soldiers. Her horse veered to the side as she crashed headlong into the mass of armed men. The Ranger’s blade flickered here and there, drawing arcs of red as she hopped from one mounted soldier to the next. She stabbed some and slit the throats of others. Some were only wounded and fell from their horses to be trampled under the hooves of the frightened animals. The air was thick with blood and the screams of men in pain. Vadim squeezed his doll as hard as he could and kept his eyes shut tight, but he could not block out the piteous sounds of terrified agony.


And then everything went silent.


“Hey, mal’chik,” came a cheerful female voice. “You okay?”


Vadim cautiously opened his eyes to see the Ranger grinning down at him.


“You hurt?” asked the Ranger.


Vadim shook his head with an uneven twitch.


“Great.” The Ranger crouched down beside him and reached out her hand.


Vadim flinched back. His mother had said that Strannik were fearsome beings who had been granted astonishing abilities by the dread Lady Marzanna, Goddess of Winter.


“I’m not going to hurt you.” She gently wiped the blood off his face with her gloved hand. “Looks like I got you a little messy. Sorry about that.”


Vadim stared at her. In all the stories he had ever heard, none of them had described a Ranger as nice. Was this a trick of some kind? An attempt to set Vadim at ease before doing something cruel? But the Ranger only stood back up and looked at the wagon, which was still attached to a pair of frightened, wild-eyed horses. The other horses had all scattered.


The Ranger gestured to the wagon filled with the tithes of other villages. “Anyway, I better get this stuff back where it came from.”


She looked down at the pile of bloody, uniformed bodies in the snow for a moment. “Tell your elder I’m sorry about the mess. But at least you get to keep all your food this year, right?”


She patted Vadim on the head, then sauntered over to her beautiful gray-and-black stallion, who waited patiently nearby. She tied her horse to the wagon, then climbed onto the seat and started back the way the soldiers had come.


Vadim watched until he could no longer see the Ranger’s wagon. Then he looked at all the dead men who lay at his feet. Now he knew there were worse things than imperial soldiers. Though he didn’t understand the reason, his whole body trembled, and he began to cry.


When he finally returned home, his eyes raw from tears, he told his mother what had happened. She said he had been blessed, but he did not feel blessed. Instead he felt as though he had been given a brief glimpse into the true nature of the world, and it was more frightening than he had ever imagined.


For the rest of his short life, Vadim would have nightmares of that Ranger of Marzanna.
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Sebastian Turgenev Portinari sat on the floor of his bedroom and stared at the bowl of water in front of him. He took one of the rusty bolts from the small pile beside him and gripped it tightly in one hand. He stared at the water in the bowl, focusing his intent on the metal in his hand. After a moment, he felt a surge—the bolt crumbled to rusty flecks, and the water spiraled up into a delicate point of ice.


“Oh, that’s lovely, Sebastian. You’re getting quite good at controlling it.”


Sebastian turned to see his mother, Irina Turgenev Portinari, standing in the doorway. Her pale face was framed by her long white silky hair as she smiled down at him.


“Thank you, Mother,” he said. “But I would prefer to practice at the lake, where I could really let loose.”


“Your father said you must not be so ostentatious right now.”


“But why, Mother?”


She sighed. “Why don’t you come down and ask him yourself. Dinner is ready.”


“Fine . . .”


Sebastian followed his mother downstairs to the small dining room in their farmhouse. His father, Giovanni Portinari, was already seated at the head of the table. He was a solidly built, clean-shaven man with the olive-tinged complexion of an Aureumian, close-cropped gray hair, and thick bushy eyebrows.


“Sebastian,” he said by way of greeting.


Sebastian nodded. “Father.” He noticed that a fourth place had been set at the table. “Is Sonya coming home?”


“She usually makes an appearance after the first snowfall,” said his father. “If not today, then perhaps tomorrow.”


Sebastian wasn’t entirely sure what his older sister did for months at a time out in the wilderness. Hunting, camping, becoming one with nature, he supposed. Or as best as she could without the gift of elemental magic. Whatever it was, she’d been doing it for a couple years now, only stopping in now and then, and more often than not getting into an argument with their father when she did. She always upset the normal routine of the house whenever she appeared, and these days Sebastian found that he somewhat dreaded her visits because of that.


He sat down at the table as his mother brought in a platter of sour bread and boiled potatoes.


“Really, Mother?” he asked. “Potatoes again?”


“Now that it’s winter, we need to be conservative with our stores,” she said.


“No, we don’t,” he said. “I could go out there right now, thaw that field, and have a whole new crop growing in weeks.”


“No, you can’t,” said his father. “It draws too much attention.”


“From whom?” asked Sebastian. “I’m tired of keeping my magic a secret.”


“Tough.” His father sliced a potato as he spoke with the calm authority of a retired general. “You are only sixteen and as long as you live under my roof, you will do as I command.”


Sebastian glared at his father as he gnawed on a chunk of bread, but his father seemed not to notice. It really wasn’t fair. Ever since Sebastian had discovered he could perform elemental magic, his parents had constantly pushed him to hone his abilities. But what was the point if he was never allowed to show anyone what he could do? His sister was only two years older than him, yet she could go off and do whatever she wanted, while he was stuck here, practically a prisoner in his own home.


Then Sebastian heard an odd noise outside the house. Something he couldn’t place. The clank of steel, perhaps? His parents paused in their eating.


“Is that Sonya?” asked Sebastian.


His father’s thick eyebrows curled down into a scowl. “No.”


Suddenly the sound of breaking glass and splintering wood filled the house. Imperial soldiers charged into the dining room, their sabers drawn.


Sebastian froze, partly in terror and partly in awe of the absolute precision that these men displayed. But his father was a hardened veteran of the war. Without hesitation, he flipped the table, sending bread and steaming potatoes into the air, then grabbed Sebastian and his mother and hauled them in the only direction available: the staircase that led to the bedrooms.


Sebastian stumbled up the steps as his father yanked him roughly by the arm. Once they were inside his parents’ bedroom, Sebastian’s father slammed the door shut and shoved the wardrobe in front of it.


“Why are soldiers here?” Sebastian asked in a shaking voice. “What do they want?”


“Sebastian, you must listen to me!” Giovanni pulled his own imperial-issued saber down from the wall, his face set. “I will hold them at bay for as long as I can. You jump out the window and run to Olga Slanikova’s farm down the road. Hide in her cellar until . . .” He paused. “Until the soldiers are gone.”


Sebastian gaped at his father. Even in the fog of his panic he could see that those instructions made little sense. How would Sebastian know when the soldiers were gone if he was hiding in a cellar? And even more importantly, what would he do after?


“Father, do you want me to try . . .” He looked meaningfully down at the sword in his father’s hand. Steel would work even better as a conduit for his magic than iron bolts. It would destroy the sword, of course, but he was certain he could finish off the whole group of soldiers with one fiery explosion.


“Absolutely not!” his father said. “I forbid you to use magic. That would be playing right into their hands.”


Before his father could explain further, the soldiers knocked the door off its hinges and the wardrobe fell forward with a loud crash.


His father squeezed his shoulder. “I have told you what to do, Sebastian! Go now!” Then he placed himself between Sebastian and the soldiers, his sword held at the ready.


“Mother . . .” Sebastian turned to where she was huddled on the bed.


“Listen to your father,” she said in a pinched voice, her eyes glistening with tears behind a curtain of long, snow-white hair. “Go!”


He gritted his teeth, feeling the hot shame of helplessness fill his throat as he yanked open the window and climbed out onto the ledge. The clang of steel on steel rang behind him as he half slid, half fell down the side of the house and into a snowdrift. Since he was only dressed in a shirt and trousers, the harsh, biting chill of winter suffused him immediately. He stumbled to his feet, shook the snow from his clothes, then turned in the direction of Olga Slanikova’s farm.


Except his father had underestimated the imperial soldiers. Sebastian only took two steps before the tip of a sword appeared inches from his throat.


“The commander said to take you alive, unless you resisted,” growled the soldier with the sword. He was flanked on either side by several more soldiers, all with swords drawn. “Are you going to resist?”


Above, the sounds of combat from the bedroom window ceased. Then he heard his mother scream out his father’s name, followed by her heartbroken sob.


Sebastian closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “If you give your word not to harm my mother, I will come without a fight.”


The soldier nodded approvingly. “That’s a good boy.”


Sebastian almost lashed out at him for that. People were forever calling him a “good boy,” or worse, a mama’s boy, and it was never a compliment. But it was precisely to protect his mother that he kept himself in check.


The soldier whistled shrilly. “Bring the old lady out unharmed!”


Sebastian stood shivering silently in the cold with his captors as two soldiers emerged from the house holding his mother between them. Her long hair was disheveled, but she walked with her usual quiet dignity toward Sebastian. She had never been one to show weakness.


The lead soldier looked to see if there were any more soldiers coming, then grunted. “Did we lose the rest?”


One of the men escorting Sebastian’s mother nodded tersely.


The soldier looked impressed. “Pretty good for an old guy. I’d heard stories about Giovanni the Wolf but figured they were mostly exaggeration.” He shrugged, as if he found the loss of life of little import. “Let’s move out. The commander is expecting us back at the garrison by morning.”


The soldiers placed Sebastian and his mother in the back of a carriage with bars on the windows and a door that locked from the outside. But it was surprisingly comfortable inside. Sebastian and his mother sat across from each other on benches padded with soft quilting, and there were several thick wool blankets to keep them warm during the journey.


Sebastian immediately pulled one of the blankets over his shoulders, but he noticed that his mother merely sat there, shivering as she stared blankly into a corner of the carriage. Sebastian leaned forward and draped a blanket across her back.


She gave him a sad but grateful smile as she took the edges of the blanket in her hands. “Thank you, dear.”


“Are you okay, Mother?” he asked. “Are you hurt?”


“My Giovanni is dead,” she said quietly. “His loss feels like a limb has been severed from my body.”


“I’m sorry, Mother.”


Even as he said the words, Sebastian realized with an odd shock that he wasn’t as grieved by his father’s loss as he was by the pain it caused her. It was true that he had never been close with his father. For all their arguing, his sister had always been much closer to the man. Even so, surely Sebastian should feel more than fleeting grief for the death of a man who had sacrificed everything, including his life, for him.


His mother reached out her hand, her skin so pale he could see the blue veins beneath. He took it in his own hands and tried to warm it.


“Don’t worry about me, my son,” she said. “Your father is dead, and now you must be your own man and make your own choices.”


“Yes, Mother.”


Her red-rimmed hazel eyes held his. “Do what you think is right. Understand?”


“Y-yes, Mother.”


She smiled and tucked a lock of his blond hair behind his ear. “Good.”


He didn’t really understand, but his confirmation seemed to comfort her, and that was all he could do at present. He had already looked around the carriage and found neither metal nor crystal within reach. Even the bars on the windows were made of wood. These soldiers clearly understood the limits of his ability and had taken no chances.


As their carriage rattled down the road, the snowfields slipped past the barred windows, gleaming luminous in the moonlight. Mounted imperial soldiers surrounded the carriage, riding in perfect formation. Again Sebastian could not help feeling awe at their precision. His father had often spoken of the ruthless efficiency of imperial soldiers, but had neglected to mention their almost serene discipline. Every one of them seemed to know exactly what to do at all times. Sebastian envied them that surety.
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Sonya Turgenev Portinari reached her parents’ farm just as the dawn was breaking across the horizon, staining the snowy fields a cozy pink. But the warm nostalgia she felt at seeing her childhood home was cut short when she saw the barn door wide open. It was not an oversight she could imagine her father or Mikhail allowing. Then she saw a cow wander through the courtyard, and she knew that something terrible had happened.


She had a strong urge to rush in, but she didn’t give in to it. Instead she pushed back her fur-lined hood and shook out her long dark hair. Now she would be able to hear the potential sounds of ambush better. She guided her black-and-gray stallion, Peppercorn, slowly down the path from the trade road to the farm, her hand resting on the pommel of the long knife belted at her waist.


The cow stopped along the side of the barn and began halfheartedly pushing the snow aside to see if there was any brown grass beneath it she might nibble on. Beyond the barn, Sonya saw some of the sheep milling about in the field. They were unattended, despite the fact that winter sometimes brought wolves that were hungry and desperate enough to brave human settlements.


The main house, a simple, two-story wooden structure painted a pale blue, was quiet and motionless, except for the curtains, which blew in and out of broken windows. The door to the house was also open.


“Shit.”


Sonya closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. Underneath the powerful smells of manure and hay that always accompanied the farm, she caught the smell of fresh blood, bright and coppery. After a few moments, she heard someone cough wetly inside the barn. She dismounted Peppercorn and tied his reins to the hitching post. Then she drew her knife and made her way silently into the barn.


Only a feeble amount of sunlight made its way between the cracks in the wooden planks, but it was enough for her to see. Her boots made no sound as she passed the empty sheep and cow pens and crept toward the pig pens where the smell of blood was strongest.


“Mikhail,” she said quietly.


Mikhail Popov Lukyanenko turned at the sound of his name. He was an older man, with shaggy white hair and stringy muscles. She was accustomed to seeing him full of spirit, rich humor, and quiet courage. But now he lay in a trough of pig slop, clutching pointlessly at the huge gash in his belly as he slowly bled to death. He had served Sonya’s family since before she was born, but to her, the old man was far more than a servant.


“Uchitel,” she whispered as she crouched next to him. It meant teacher in the language of the Izmorozian ancestors.


“Ah, Sofyushka.” His weathered face was creased with pain. “I am rewarded . . . for my stubbornness . . . to see your face . . . one last time.”


“What happened?”


“Imperials.” His mouth sounded dry, even though his throat gurgled with blood. “They came . . .” He tried to swallow but couldn’t, so Sonya carefully poured a small amount of water from her skin into his mouth. After some effort, he continued. “They took your brother.”


“Father would never allow that,” she said.


“I saw them . . . put Sebastian and your mother into a small carriage . . . with bars on the windows . . .”


His mouth worked open and closed a few times, as if he was trying to form more words. She held up the skin of water, but he shook his head.


“It’s okay, Uchitel.” She tied the skin back to her belt. “I’ll figure out the rest, just as you taught me.”


“I want to tell you . . . ” He lifted his blood-soaked fist from the wound in his stomach so that it began to flow freely. “I tried to stop them.”


She took his sticky red fist in her gloved hands and forced a smile. “Old man, you shouldn’t have done that.”


He grinned up at her, his mouth now full of blood. “A Strannik is free . . . ” Blood ran down the side of his mouth. “Free to do as they choose.”


Sonya’s attempt at stoic resolve failed. Sorrow welled up in her chest and tears coursed down her cheeks before she’d even realized they’d left her eyes. She wiped fiercely at them as she took in a shuddering breath.


“Sofyushka.” Mikhail’s eyes locked on to hers. “I return.”


And then the life left him, and the man known as Mikhail Popov Lukyanenko was nothing more than food for the earth.


“Uchitel.” She gently closed his eyes, then intoned the prayer Rangers spoke when a soul went to the cold embrace of Lady Marzanna. “One day I will return as you now return. Until then, I will travel light.”


She stood and gazed down at the man who had taught her so much. Who had believed in her when no one else had. As a Ranger of Marzanna, she knew that death was not loss. It was a blessing to return to the Lady. But Sonya could not help feeling a yawning emptiness in her gut, as if his departure had left a gap in her soul.


When she emerged from the barn, she stopped for a moment to stroke Peppercorn’s velvety nose. He nickered and swished his black tail.


“It’s okay, Perchinka,” she murmured, her voice quavering more than she would have liked. “I’ll be okay.”


She forced herself to focus on what was before her. Her childhood home, seemingly broken and abandoned. She had not been wrong before when she’d said that her father would never allow the imperials to take her brother. The only explanations were that he was incapacitated, or dead. And imperial soldiers were not generally inclined to spare someone. Not even a decorated war hero like her father, Commander Giovanni Portinari, known to comrades and enemies alike during the Winter War as Giovanni the Wolf.


Her father had been born to a wealthy merchant family in Aureum, the country that lay to the south and was the seat of the Aureumian Empire. He had enlisted in the imperial army as an officer and quickly distinguished himself by both his intelligence and ferocity. When the empire came to conquer Izmoroz, he was made general in the army, and later promoted to commander. He distinguished himself in the war to such a degree that once he achieved victory, the empress granted him a title and property in the newly annexed land. After such a violent, blood-drenched youth, he was content to marry a beautiful young Izmorozian noblewoman and settle down on his farm to raise his family in rural domesticity.


As Sonya stepped through the door and into the kitchen, she observed the overturned table and shattered remains of the door. The violence and bloodshed her father tried to walk away from all those years ago had finally caught up with him.


She made her way through the house, and the gentle memories of her childhood clashed strangely with the evidence of chaos that was now all around her. Furniture lay askew, and all the windows had been broken inward, suggesting that the soldiers had surrounded the house and attacked simultaneously from all sides. Some might have seen that as excessive in dealing with an elderly couple and their sixteen-yearold son, but only those who didn’t know her father. Even at his age, and retired from making war for over twenty years, he remained fearsome in his skill with the sword. Throughout her life she had seen him practice every day in the yard. So many of those days Sonya had begged him to teach her what he knew, but . . .


Sonya stopped and closed her eyes. The past was a ghost that sought to strangle the present. Mikhail had taught her that. Now that he was dead, she was more determined than ever to honor his Ranger teachings. It didn’t matter that her father had refused to teach her the sword. She had found her own way—a better way, as a Ranger of Marzanna.


When Sonya entered her parents’ bedroom, she saw that the great war hero Commander Giovanni Portinari had done an admirable job of fending off the soldiers. Five of them lay dead, their leather and steel uniforms crusted with dry blood as they formed a loose semicircle around her father’s body. Her father was slumped forward on his knees, the tip of a sword protruding from his back.


She knelt down next to him and felt for his pulse, though judging by the smell and discoloration of the skin, she already knew she wouldn’t find it. After a moment, she carefully leaned him back and pulled the sword from his chest. His face was relaxed in a way it never had been in life. Typically his mouth had a hard, thin set to it. But in death, it was open and soft.


“One day I will return as you now return,” she whispered. “Until then, I will . . .”


Would she travel light where her father was concerned? Could she? Even now, so many conflicting emotions boiled within her. They’d had many arguments, particularly during these last few years after she’d been accepted by the Lady Marzanna as a Ranger. But despite all their disagreements, he had been her father, her hero, and the most magnificent man she’d ever known.


“Daddy . . . ” Her voice warbled as tears once more coursed down her face. “I wish . . .”


If wishes were fishes, I’d never be hungry. That’s what Mikhail used to say, usually in a mocking tone when Sonya had been complaining about something. It angered her now as it had always angered her then, but that anger brought focus, as it was meant to do. There were more pressing concerns than her regrets, such as finding her mother and brother.


“The dead are with the Lady,” she admonished herself. “I must look to the living.”


She emerged from the house with a cold, burning intensity in her heart.


It wasn’t difficult to locate the wagon tracks and the cluster of indentations from iron-shod horse hooves. The tracks led east, most likely toward the imperial garrison at Gogoleth. She could tell by the depth of the depressions that some of the horses had been riderless for the return trip, no doubt thanks to her father thinning their ranks. She saw no sign of her brother fighting back. Perhaps her father had forbidden him to use magic. He could be stubborn like that. Or perhaps Sebastian had merely been too frightened to use it. He could be cowardly like that.


Regardless, Sonya’s best hope of rescuing her surviving family was to catch up to them before they reached Gogoleth. Weary as the soldiers no doubt were, and with their ranks depleted, she was fairly certain she could take them. And if she could slip a bit of metal to Sebastian, he might even pluck up the courage to assist her.


She returned to Peppercorn, who snorted and stamped his hoof eagerly as she unhitched him from the post. She stroked his warm neck for a moment.


“Yes, Perchinka. It’s time to run.”


She untied her bow and quiver from her saddle and slung them across her back. Then she vaulted into her saddle with a pointless flourish that had always made Mikhail roll his eyes. Thinking of him, she turned and gazed back at the open barn door for a moment.


“Spasibo,” she said, which meant thank you. It was inadequate, but the only other way she could hope to show her gratitude for all he had done was to live without fear and serve the Lady Marzanna, as all Rangers must. Then she touched her heels to Peppercorn’s sides and they began their pursuit.
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As further testament to the orderly efficiency of the imperial cavalry, the carriage that carried Sebastian and his mother reached Gogoleth early the next day, just as the captain said they would. Sebastian hadn’t been to the capital in years. He remembered as a child being simultaneously frightened and delighted by its frenetic pace and boisterous inhabitants, so different from the placid farm life to which he was accustomed. But at this hour, the streets were nearly empty. Without all the distractions, he was able to fully appreciate the buildings themselves, a fascinating mixture of grand old Izmorozian black stone structures beside bright new wood buildings built by the Aureumian Empire in the aftermath of the war. The best of both worlds, he thought.


They swiftly crossed the city and passed through the eastern gate to the imperial garrison, which comprised four buildings spread across the short stretch of land between the city’s outer wall and the Sestra River.


A man stood in front of the large central building and watched them draw near. His bearing was proud, and he wore the bright green jacket with white stripes and gold buttons that marked him as an officer. His tall green hat was held under one arm, and his other hand was placed on the pommel of his sheathed saber. Like all soldiers, his cheeks and chin were clean-shaven, but unlike the others, he had a thick mustache that had been meticulously waxed into points and curled up on the sides. Sebastian had never seen facial hair on an imperial soldier before and wondered if it was a privilege only given to the officer class.


Once the carriage came to a stop, the soldier leading the escort hurried over to the officer and spoke briefly with him. The officer nodded, then walked with firm, unhurried strides to the carriage. He unlocked the door and bowed to Sebastian and his mother.


“Lady Irina and Sebastian Turgenev Portinari. I am Commander Franko Vittorio, and I will be overseeing your accommodations here in Gogoleth.”


“You mean our imprisonment?” Sebastian asked bitterly.


“Good heavens, no,” said Vittorio. “Let me first apologize for any brusqueness you may have received from my soldiers during your journey here. They are but simple men, I’m afraid, with little experience in the niceties of more civilized company. I can assure you that from this point, I will personally ensure that you are accorded the courtesy and dignity you so rightfully expect.”


Sebastian had no idea how to respond to such a bizarrely formal speech. His mother seemed equally baffled.


“Lady Portinari,” continued Vittorio. “May I also offer my most sincere condolences on the loss of your husband? Although I realize it is scant comfort, I have been informed that he comported himself valiantly right up to the end, as befitted the great war hero he was.”


“You offer sympathy even though it was your men who killed him?” asked Sebastian incredulously.


Vittorio nodded gravely. “Had he surrendered peacefully, his life might have been spared. But he chose to fight, and his death was the inevitable fate of any who stand against the might of the empire.”


“But why did you order your men to attack in the first place?”


“All who break the law must face the consequences of their actions, regardless of who they are or how well respected they might be,” said Vittorio. “Anything less would breed disorder and, ultimately, the most profound injustice.”


“And just what law did my father break?” demanded Sebastian.


The commander looked surprised. “Why, refusing the command of a duly appointed representative of Empress Morante, of course.” His eyebrows and mustache curled into a frown. “Oh dear. Had he not shared that knowledge with you? No wonder you are so perturbed. This must all be such a terrible shock to you, then.”


“I was aware of it, Commander,” said Sebastian’s mother curtly. “He made his choice and believed it to be the correct one with all his heart.”


Vittorio seemed untroubled by her coldness. “I have always heard your husband to be a man of conviction, with a deep sense of personal justice. I certainly respect that, but freedom to choose is not freedom from consequence.”


The commander let that statement hang in ominous silence for a moment, then in a more brisk and businesslike tone, said, “Now, if I may speak of your lodgings, I fear our humble barracks would not be suitable for a lady of refinement such as yourself, so I have taken the liberty of securing more appropriate accommodations within the city. If you will allow it, I would very much like to ride with you in the carriage to our destination.” He turned back to Sebastian, his hazel eyes thoughtful. “However, if you wish me to ride separately so that you can acclimate to the series of surprises you have just received before we speak again, I will honor that request.”


Sebastian struggled to keep his expression neutral. This man was like his father in so many ways. Overbearing, stiff, arrogant. And yet there was a perceptive thoughtfulness to how he conducted himself—a sensitivity, really—that Sebastian could have only dreamed his father might exhibit.


“I would appreciate having some time to speak with my mother privately on the matter,” he said after careful consideration, trying to match the commander’s formal tone.


Vittorio nodded. “Very well. We will meet again at Roskosh Manor.”


Sebastian saw his mother’s eyebrows rise at the mention of that name, but she remained silent.


The commander stepped away from the carriage and closed the door, but did not lock it. He placed his tall cylindrical green hat on his head, then nodded to the soldier at the head of the formation. A few moments later, the carriage began to move.


“Roskosh Manor is one of the finest residences in Gogoleth, and home to Lord and Lady Prozorova,” said his mother. “I’m not certain why, after everything that’s happened, the commander would take us there.”


“Mother, what did he mean about Father disobeying a command from the empress?” asked Sebastian.


His mother sighed. “Your father did not want you to enlist in the imperial army as he had done.”


As a child, Sebastian had often fantasized about joining the mighty imperial army. The crisp uniforms, the orderly formations of infantry and cavalry, the gallant officers leading the charge. It all seemed so . . . important. He’d assumed that his father, as a veteran of the last war, would be overjoyed. But when he’d shared his dreams, his father had told him to put such foolish thoughts out of his mind and would speak no more of it.


“Yes,” Sebastian said now, his voice bitter. “Father made that perfectly clear, although he never said why.”


“My sweet boy . . .” Sebastian’s mother pressed her cool hand to his cheek. “He did not want you to experience the same horrors of war that he had. And he was afraid that if the empire were to learn of your gifts in elemental magic, they would exploit you.”


“That was why he wanted me to keep my magic a secret?”


“There has not been forced conscription since the war. But the empress may command that a person of exceptional ability present themselves for consideration to be included into the officer class of the imperial army. Your father tried to keep your abilities hidden for as long as he could, but eventually word got out. And when it did, the empire naturally saw great potential in including a gifted elemental magic user in their ranks. So you were commanded to present yourself at the garrison in Gogoleth.”


“And Father didn’t tell me?”


She nodded wearily, as if this was an argument she and his father had had many times. “I told him it wouldn’t work. That they would come for you eventually. But you know how your father could be.”


“I do.” His father had been a hard man. An unrelenting, uncompromising man who stuck to his principles no matter what. It had probably made him an excellent commander, but it had also made him a difficult father.


Sebastian’s mother briskly patted his knee. “Wipe that scowl away, my son. We are in a tenuous position and must be careful to present ourselves in a positive light. This Commander Vittorio seems willing to act the gracious host, and we would do well to encourage that and be as cordial and pleasant as possible.”


Sebastian’s eyes widened. “After he killed Father? That hardly seems right.”


She took both his hands in hers. Her expression was gentle, but her voice was hard. “Moral judgment is a luxury we cannot currently afford, my son. There are few options open to us. Do you think your father would have preferred that you nobly stand up against this commander in honor of his memory, even though it might mean your own death?”


“M-my death?” The fear that had begun to fade during the long carriage ride returned immediately to the surface.


“Disobeying an imperial command is punishable by execution, and we have no proof that the knowledge of that order was kept from you. If the commander chose, he could press the issue and see you hanged by sunset. When you next speak with him, you would do well to keep that in mind.”


“Y-yes, Mother.”


Then a smile rose to her lips. “I don’t mean to frighten you, Sebastian. You should also keep in mind that he has not pressed that case, and instead seems intent on making peace. If he considered us prisoners, he would not be taking us to Roskosh Manor.”


“But what does he want, Mother?”


“I cannot say for certain, but my guess is that his desire to have you in the ranks of the imperial army outweighs his desire to punish you for your father’s crimes. He will reveal his intent in time. For now, we must be patient and pleasant.”


When they arrived at Roskosh Manor, Sebastian decided he had never seen so fine an estate. It was more than four times the size of his family’s farmhouse, with walls of polished stone instead of wood, and two towers that jutted proudly up from the roof, each topped with a swirling blue-and-white striped dome. The building was set up on a higher plane than everything else around it, and a wide marble staircase swept clean of snow led up to the lavishly carved front doors.


When the carriage halted in front of the steps, Sebastian was uncertain what to do. After all, Commander Vittorio had left the door unlocked and there was no one blocking the door. But if they were to attempt an escape, where would they go? And if they were caught, he was certain that whatever cordiality Vittorio had shown him would vanish. His mother seemed content to sit and wait, so he did the same.


A few moments later, Commander Vittorio reappeared with another respectful bow. He opened the door and held out his white-gloved hand to Sebastian’s mother.


“If you will allow me, Lady Portinari.”


With surprising confidence, Sebastian’s mother took his hand and let him help her out of the carriage and up the steps toward the great front doors. Not sure what else to do, Sebastian followed.


Upon crossing the threshold, Sebastian found himself in a wide foyer at the foot of a sweeping staircase. The inside of the manor was strangely familiar. It took Sebastian a moment to realize that while it was far more opulent than his own home, with gorgeous oil paintings hanging from every wall, lush carpets cushioning the polished stone floors, and ornately shaped brass oil lamps mounted on the walls, the overall aesthetic was very similar to the one his mother had given their own home. Of course, he realized, this was the sort of environment she’d grown up in, so naturally she had tried to replicate it as best she could with the limited resources available to her.


“Ah, there you are at last!”


A short, plump lady of perhaps middle years stood at the top of the stairs. She wore a pale blue gown that left her round shoulders bare and showed perhaps a bit more cleavage than Sebastian was accustomed to seeing.


“Lady Inessa Odoyevtseva Prozorova.” The commander removed his hat and bowed deeply to her. “May I present to you Lady Irina Turgenev Portinari and her son, Sebastian Turgenev Portinari.”


“Pishposh, you silly walrus,” said Lady Prozorova. “It might be twenty years since I’ve seen her, but I’d recognize the grace and beauty of Lady Irina Turgenev anywhere.”


“Ah, so you are acquainted,” said Commander Vittorio without a trace of surprise. “How wonderful.”


“Darling Irina, it’s been ages!” Lady Prozorova stretched out her hands as she moved grandly down the staircase. “I don’t mind telling you, I’ve been beside myself with worry!”


To Sebastian’s amazement, his mother’s face suddenly lit up as brightly as Lady Prozorova’s. “My darling Inessa, it’s so lovely to see you again!”


She stepped forward to meet Lady Prozorova at the bottom of the steps, where they clasped their hands together and kissed each other’s cheeks.


“I must confess, dearest Inessa, it has been a difficult time for my son and I,” said the woman who Sebastian was still fairly certain was his mother. He had never seen her behave like this. She had always been a calm, quiet presence in his life, but now she acted as bright and gay as a noblewoman from a romance novel. Was it an act for Lady Prozorova’s benefit? For Commander Vittorio? Or had she been hiding this side of herself for his entire life?


“Ah yes, your son!” Lady Prozorova nodded toward Sebastian with as much gravity as she seemed able to muster, which wasn’t a great deal. “I hear he’s an astonishing prodigy.”


“Oh yes, I’m quite proud, of course,” said Sebastian’s mother without a trace of the humility she had shown throughout his life.


“Dear ladies,” said Vittorio. “While you two get reacquainted, perhaps I might have a word in private with young Sebastian.” He inclined his head to Sebastian’s mother. “With your permission, of course, Lady Portinari.”


There was a flicker of doubt in Sebastian’s mother’s eye, and she hesitated.


“Please, Mother, may I?” asked Sebastian, somewhat surprising himself. He wasn’t quite sure why he was asking. Perhaps he was so disturbed by his mother’s abrupt change in demeanor that he needed time away from her to process it. But he also felt somehow he must face whatever the commander had in store for him with courage.


Sebastian’s mother seemed as surprised by his request as he had been to give it, but quickly recovered. “Naturally I consent. Commander, you’ve been such a kind host thus far. I trust you will remain that way.”


“You have my word, Lady Portinari,” he said with intense sincerity.


Lady Prozorova clasped his mother’s hand again. “Dearest Irinushka, shall we wake my tailor and have him fashion you a splendid new gown?”


“Please lead on, dearest Ina. It has been too long since I’ve worn something so grand.”


Sebastian and Vittorio watched the two women ascend the stairs. Then the commander turned to him.


“Perhaps you would follow me to the study, where we might converse more comfortably?”


Sebastian reminded himself of his mother’s advice to remain cordial and pleasant to this man who had ordered his father’s death. “Please, uh, Commander, lead on.”


He followed Vittorio down a hallway into a small, cozy room with walls lined in bookshelves and a few mounted animal heads. There were two leather chairs set beside a hearth that had already been lit. It occurred to Sebastian that perhaps the commander had thought through and planned much of this. Although the idea was a little unnerving, Sebastian was still without a coat, and therefore very grateful for the warmth as he sat down beside the fire.


Vittorio sat across from him, placing his hat on his knee as he looked earnestly at Sebastian.


“I hope that perhaps you and I may speak openly, man to man.”


Sebastian couldn’t help feeling a tingle of pleasure at the sentiment of camaraderie. Whatever else Commander Vittorio might be, he was a picture of masculine virility. The perfect soldier, just the sort Sebastian had fantasized about becoming when he was a boy.


“Er, yes.” Sebastian straightened in his chair, and tried to match the commander’s bearing. “That is why I asked my mother to allow us this privacy.”


Vittorio nodded approvingly. “I trust that she has now acquainted you with at least the general nature of my interest in you.”


Just as Sebastian’s mother had suspected. “You want a magic user in your army?”


“Ah!” Vittorio raised a finger and smiled. “Not merely a magic user. A magic user with profound natural talent, and one who is both Izmorozian and Aureumian and can therefore represent the interests of both peoples. Although the empire began in Aureum, the empress, in her benevolence, believes it should represent all its subjects, not just those from Aureum. That includes the people of Izmoroz as well.”


“That’s not what my sister said.” The words leapt from Sebastian’s mouth before he could stop them. It was true that Sonya often railed against the empire, believing it to be a threat to the “true” Izmorozian way of life. But she was the last person he wanted to talk about.


“Yes, your sister.” Vittorio tapped his mustachioed upper lip thoughtfully. “When was the last time you spoke to her?”


He shrugged. “Half a year at least. She lives for long periods of time out in the wilderness communing with foxes, or whatever it is she does out there. Why?”


Vittorio waved his hand dismissively. “It is of little import at present. What I’m far more interested in is whether you will heed the summons of Empress Morante and serve the Aureumian Empire.”


Sebastian struggled with how to respond. He had never truly relinquished those childhood dreams of military gallantry. Had he known about the summons, he would have begged his father to allow him to enlist. But his father had sacrificed his own life to prevent it, and surely there had to be an important reason he had done so.


Vittorio held up his hand. “I am perhaps overeager. Forgive me. Might I share something from imperial history that I think would interest you?”


Again the commander’s solicitousness struck Sebastian. It was so unlike his father, or really any man he’d ever known in Izmoroz. “Of course, Commander.”


“It’s doubtful that you would remember this, since you were only an infant at the time, but about fifteen years ago, a terrible pox spread across the entire continent, killing countless citizens all over the empire. Can you imagine? The mighty army of Aureum felled by an invisible foe? It was a nightmare, and everywhere was grief and fear, because none knew how to end it.


“But then, a gifted apothecary named Stephano Defilippo—a singular young man much like yourself—came to Empress Morante with a bold solution. By purposefully exposing subjects to a weakened version of the pox by means of a tiny incision in the arm, Defilippo had discovered that the subject was not only able to fight off the infection, but develop an immunity to it. Many thought he was mad, and that he would doom the empire with such a dangerous plan, but he presented his evidence to the empress so convincingly that, in her wisdom, she commanded him to treat herself and her family with this procedure, which he called inoculation. Once she found it was safe, she ordered that the entire empire be inoculated. So while other lands, including our hated enemy, the barbarous Uaine Empire to the west, suffered countless waves of death during the decade that followed, the Aureumian Empire held strong, granting us the opportunity to solidify and expand our influence to become the most powerful force in the world.”


Vittorio was quiet for a moment, and only the hiss and crackle of the hearth fire filled the silence.


“Do you know why I tell you this story, young Sebastian?”


Sebastian felt it might be a failure of some kind, but he shook his head.


“It is a fine thing to be a genius. But if you want more—if you want to change the world as Stephano Defilippo did, you must have powerful allies who will provide the resources and support you need to achieve the true greatness we both know you are capable of.”


“I—I see . . .” Sebastian’s voice was not as firm as he would have liked.


The true greatness we both know you are capable of? It was difficult to hear such words of praise from the man who had ordered his father’s death. Words he had often longed for his father to utter. His father had always affirmed his abilities and encouraged him to develop them, but only as a means of controlling them, never for greatness or glory. Sebastian didn’t want to keep his gift a secret. He didn’t want to pretend he was just like everyone else. In his fondest daydreams, he longed for greatness. And he wanted someone who saw that greatness within him and encouraged it.


“Your father didn’t want you to enlist in the army,” Vittorio said quietly.


Sebastian’s stomach twisted as the conflict grew within him. “M-my father didn’t want me to experience the horrors of war.”


Vittorio nodded. “A noble goal. Every father longs to save their child from the suffering they themselves endured. And I won’t lie and tell you there won’t be suffering somewhere along this path. But there is always suffering. On any path. That is an unavoidable part of life, regardless of what you choose to do with it. Suffering is what makes us who we are. And so, Sebastian Turgenev Portinari, when I ask you if you wish to enlist as an officer in the imperial army and serve the Aureumian Empire, what I am really asking is whether you wish to passively wait for the suffering that life will inevitably visit you, or whether you wish to choose the nature and fruit of that suffering for yourself. With the empire, you could use that suffering, along with discipline and sacrifice, as a means to achieve glory.”


Sebastian found that his hands were clutching the soft leather of his armrests. Everything the commander said made it seem as though he could see into Sebastian’s heart—like he knew the truest expression of his dreams, perhaps even better than Sebastian. And yet, it had been his father’s dying wish that he escape the military. Had he done so with good reason? Or had the great war hero Giovanni Portinari merely been an overprotective and overbearing parent so set in his ways that he preferred to die rather than admit when he was wrong?


“If . . . I joined the imperial army, would I be doing good in this world?” Sebastian asked plaintively.


Vittorio thought carefully, as if respecting the tumult in Sebastian’s heart. At last he said, “I am unable to tell you the particulars unless you enlist, but I will say that the empire as we know it is in grave danger, and the empress believes that it is promising young people like you who will see us safely through this terrible time. I do not exaggerate when I say that, should you heed the empress’s call, you might save millions of lives. Will you help her and all the citizens of the empire in their time of most desperate need?”


When put like that, Sebastian found there was only one answer within him. Even his father would have agreed that helping those in need was a man’s most paramount responsibility.


“Yes, Commander.” His voice was firm and unwavering now. “I would be honored.”




5


[image: illustration]


Jorge Elhuyar decided that Izmoroz was by far the coldest, most unforgiving place he had ever been.


When he’d set off that morning from Gogoleth to pick foxtail for his master, he’d had a somewhat different opinion. In fact, as he’d hiked along the side of the trade road with the sun gleaming across the snowy fields, he’d been rather taken by its rugged beauty. The barren tree branches were encased in ice so that they glittered like crystal, and solemn black stone peaks jutted majestically above the powdery white landscape in the distance.


The odd hodgepodge of wool, leather, and fur clothing that the locals favored had seemed to be sufficient protection at the outset of his journey. But now the sun was sinking back toward the horizon, taking its meager warmth with it, and he was chilled to the bone. Even worse, a snowstorm had suddenly descended. The snowflakes that had once seemed a peace-inducing blanket upon the world now swirled around him like a cloud of angry stinging insects that found their way into every exposed crevice in his clothing—clothing that now seemed barely able to protect him from the cold, despite being uncomfortably bulky.


As Jorge trudged through the narrow valley between two craggy rock formations known as Bear Shoulder Pass, he wondered, not for the first time, how the Izmorozian people thrived in such low temperatures. But of course one of the reasons he had journeyed the long distance north was to answer that very question. Was it simply conditioning from a lifetime of living in this frozen tundra? Or was there something inborn in the Izmorozian people that allowed them to more easily tolerate the cold? In either case, could the trait be replicated in other people, at least temporarily, with a potion or tincture? Furthermore, if such a thing could be replicated, could the opposite effect be achieved? Could a potion or tincture be created that would allow someone to tolerate the heat as readily as the people in Jorge’s homeland of Raíz? This had been the line of inquiry he presented in his application to the Imperial College of Apothecary in Gogoleth, and combined with the evidence he provided to support his theory, it had been met with such enthusiasm that he had not only been accepted into the college (the first Raízian to be given such an honor) but he had also landed an apprenticeship with one of the most renowned potion masters in the Aureumian Empire, Anton Semenovich Velikhov.


This morning, Master Velikhov had needed fresh-picked foxtail for his work, and so it had been Jorge’s duty, as the apprentice, to find those ingredients for his master. But now, as he stumbled through Bear Shoulder Pass in a blinding flurry of white, he worried that not only might he fail in delivering the foxtail, he might fail to return at all.


The bag of foxtails was much heavier than he’d expected. Jorge was not a hardy person, so his arms ached from the weight of the sack, and his legs ached from the weight of his snow-caked fur boots. He began to wonder in an abstract sort of way how long it would take someone to discover his frozen corpse. Probably not until spring thaw. After all, he’d hardly seen anyone along the road that day. He was utterly alone out here in this frozen and cruelly indifferent land.


“Stop right there,” came a gruff voice somewhere high up on the rocky slope to his right.


Jorge’s heart rose. He wasn’t alone after all and might not have to freeze to death.


“Hello?” he called, squinting his eyes against the snow as he tried to pinpoint where the voice came from.


“Well, you’re a friendly one,” came the voice. “And since you’re being so friendly, why don’t you save us some trouble and drop all your valuables so we don’t have to fill you full of arrows and strip them from your corpse.”


Jorge’s heart sank as he dutifully dropped the sack of foxtail on the road and raised his wool mittens in surrender. Maybe being alone hadn’t been so bad after all.


“My friends.” He strove to keep his voice amiable. “I am sorry to disappoint you, but I have no valuables. I am only a humble apothecary apprentice who is out gathering ingredients that you could easily find yourselves not an hour’s walk from here.”


“Apothecary student, huh?” asked the voice. “Like a potion maker?”


“Yes, that’s it exactly, my friend!” said Jorge.


“What’s that accent of his?” came a second voice up on the left side of the pass. “And he’s got brown skin. Find out where he’s from.”


“Where you from, potion maker?” asked the first voice.


By then Jorge was able to at least make out a silhouette of the man. Broad shoulders and what seemed likely to be a drawn bow aimed at him.


“I am from Raíz, my friend, which is located in the southernmost region of our great and bounteous empire. My name is Jorge Elhuyar, and I have come to the nearby city of Gogoleth to learn at the feet of the finest apothecaries in the world.”


“Huh,” said the bandit. “You got any potions on you?”


“I’m afraid not, my friend. I was only out to gather foxtails for my master to make his potions. You are of course welcome to search me if you like.” He smiled as he squinted up at the silhouette, still clinging to the hope that they might let him go without further incident.


“You know, Nikolai . . . ,” said a third voice that was near the first. “We could use ourselves a potion maker.”


“I was thinking the same thing,” mused the first voice, who Jorge presumed was Nikolai. “Hey, Alexi, you still got that itchy foot problem?”


“Damn right!” said the voice on the left. “Smells terrible, too!”


“And, Vasily, ain’t you having trouble taking a shit?” asked Nikolai.


“It’s been a week since I dropped a load!” called a fourth voice from much higher up the slope. “I’m ready to burst!”


“You hear that, potion maker?” asked Nikolai. “I sure hope you can fix these problems for us.”


“Well, I—”


“Because if you can’t, we might as well just kill you.”


Jorge could not keep the anxious fear from creeping into his voice. “Ah yes . . . Then, I would, eh, be happy to assist. In whatever way I can.”


“That’s the spirit,” Nikolai said cheerfully. “Pytor, go bring up our new potion maker.”


A few moments later, a large, hairy man suddenly appeared next to Jorge in the snowy haze. The Raízians were a worldly and open-minded people, but there had always been stories . . . more like tall tales, really, of the savage, hairy barbarians, more ogre than man, who ranged lawless and half-wild across the icy tundras of Izmoroz. The man who now stood before Jorge looked and smelled very much like the subject of those tales. He had no need of hat or scarf, since his lion’s mane of yellow hair and beard provided more than enough warmth. He reached out with a thick hand encased in a glove of what smelled like imperfectly cured hide and took hold of Jorge’s shoulder.


“Lord of Heaven, you’re as thin as a bird,” said Pytor as he shoved Jorge over to a narrow, steep path that led up the side of the rocky cliff.


“Don’t break ’im, then!” called Vasily. “I expect to be having the best shit of my life by sunrise!”


Jorge focused on keeping his half-numb feet from slipping on the icy path as he made his way up the side of the cliff. He tried to imagine how his situation could be made worse. Usually, this was a thought exercise that made him feel somewhat better regarding his current predicament, whatever it might be. But in this particular case, the only thing worse would have been death, and even that wouldn’t have been worse by much. After all, once he had cured these bandits of their various ailments, what was to stop them from killing him anyway?


The path opened to a ledge that was sheltered by an outcropping of rock. He could see another bandit waiting for him, similarly large and threatening, with bright red hair and beard. This was probably Nikolai. Farther up the cliff was a third bandit, presumably Vasily the constipated, who was positioned as a lookout. Jorge could also just make out Alexi on the opposite side of the pass. There was far less snow flying around this high up, and they were somewhat sheltered from the harsh glare of the late-afternoon sun, both elements that contributed to making it so difficult to see anything down below. It was, Jorge had to admit, a well-chosen spot to waylay travelers on the road.


“So, potion maker,” said Nikolai as he clasped Jorge’s upper arm in an alarmingly possessive way. “Is it true that there are potions that can make me an even better shot with my bow?”


“W-well, there are tinctures that can temporarily increase visual acuity and steady one’s hand,” admitted Jorge.


“Temporarily?” asked Nikolai. “Meaning it only works for a little while?”


“Yes, that’s right.”


Nikolai gave Jorge’s arm a painful squeeze. “Luck’s upon you then. Sounds like we’ll have to keep you alive for a good long while.”


“Our very own potion maker,” said Pytor. “Reckon we’re moving up in the world.”


“Told you, Pytor!” said Nikolai. “We put our heads together, the world’s ours. Just got to think long-term.”


It was about then that Jorge began to wonder if death might be preferable to a lifetime of servitude to a group of bandits.


“Rider coming from the east!” Vasily called down from his perch.


“Everyone back into position,” called Nikolai. “Wait for my signal.”


He pushed Jorge down onto the frozen ground and crouched next to him so they could peek over the edge to view the road below.


“You just watch and marvel at our skill, potion maker,” Nikolai advised. “Don’t get any ideas about warning them off, or I reckon Alexi will just have to suffer with his itchy feet awhile longer, if you catch my meaning.”


Jorge nodded, and tried not to show the sudden surge of hope he felt at the prospect of being rescued. Perhaps it was a battalion of soldiers. Or a formidable band of mercenary warriors . . .


But a few moments later, any hope of rescue vanished. It was a lone rider on a black-and-gray stallion riding slowly against the snow and wind that funneled through the pass. The rider wore a coat of thick leather lined in white fur, their face hidden in a deep hood. Whoever they were, they were not particularly large. Not much bigger than a child, in fact. They were armed, but only with a simple longbow and a small quiver of arrows that would be all but useless while so blinded by the swirling, gleaming snow. Jorge could expect no aid from this poor, lone traveler.


But then he heard Nikolai draw in a sudden gasp.


“Is that . . . a Ranger of Marzanna?”


“Couldn’t be,” Pytor whispered back as they stared down at the slowly approaching rider. “They were all killed in the war.” He glanced worriedly at Nikolai. “Weren’t they?”


“Of course they were.” Nikolai’s voice firmed somewhat. “None left. The empire made damn sure of it. This has to be someone dressed up like a Ranger to scare off men more gullible than us.”


“Yeah.” Pytor sounded like he wanted to believe it. “Whoever it is probably pulled that coat off a corpse on a battlefield all them years ago.”


“Right,” said Nikolai.


They watched the rider draw closer.


“Even if it is a Ranger that somehow survived the war, it’s only one,” said Nikolai. “We’ve got the advantage of surprise, position, size, and numbers.”


Pytor stared down at the rider. After a moment, he said, “You know . . . We could let ’em pass. Just in case.”


Nikolai chewed on his lower lip, then nodded. “It doesn’t hurt to be cautious.”


Jorge had never heard of these Rangers of Marzanna. It surprised him that knowledge of what was apparently an infamous organization had never reached Raíz. But the rider proceeded along the pass, and despite having all the advantages, it appeared that Nikolai and his bandits were going to let them through unmolested.


But then the rider stopped directly below their perch. They pushed back their deep, fur-lined hood to reveal the face of a young woman no more than twenty years old with the pale skin of an Izmorozian but the wavy dark hair of someone from Aureum.


She looked directly up at where Nikolai, Pytor, and Jorge were crouched, as if she could somehow see them through the snow that swirled all around her. Then she smiled.


“Hey! I don’t suppose you boys saw an imperial cavalry detachment pass through here in the last day or so? Probably pulling a small jail wagon?”


Nikolai spat. “Nearly scared off by a fucking girl playing dress-up.” His voice was flat and angry. “We’re going to teach this little bitch a lesson.”
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Peppercorn was a swift horse, so they reached the beginning of Bear Shoulder Pass in only a few hours. There the road cut through a narrow valley between a pair of small, jagged mountains that were full of nooks and crannies perfect for bandits to hide.


Sonya reined Peppercorn in to a walk. They probably could have been through the valley before the sluggish bandits had time to spring their trap, but she was hoping she could get some information on the soldiers who held her mother and brother captive. It was a Ranger’s responsibility to slay any bandits that plagued the honest people of Izmoroz. But if this group proved useful, she might even let them go. For now, anyway. Once her family was safe, she could hunt them down at her leisure.


The reason Bear Shoulder Pass was so beloved by bandits, besides all the convenient nooks and crannies, had to do with the shape of the narrow valley, which focused the wind at a downward angle. During a storm like this, it kicked up so much snow that travelers were forced to make their way through the pass nearly blind.


Although, thought Sonya as she nudged Peppercorn into the swirling mass of white, they certainly reveal their presence with that smell. It was the same rank stench of unwashed bodies and poorly cured hide that always seemed to permeate bandits. In this case, there was also an insistent strain of foxtail mixed in with the rest of the scents. Curious, but not particularly worrisome.


She reached the center of the pass where the swirling snow was thickest. She could hardly make out the rocky slopes on either side. This was typically where bandits made themselves known. But it appeared these bandits had no intention of trying to rob her. Normally, it would have pleased her to know that the garb of a Ranger of Marzanna still held some sway. But today it was inconvenient.


She pushed back her hood and gave a nice big smile to show the timid bandits that she was not scary looking.


“Hey!” she called up to where the smell was strongest. “I don’t suppose you boys saw an imperial cavalry detachment pass through here in the last day or so? Probably pulling a small jail wagon?”


There was a long pause, and some angry muttering. Then she dimly saw the silhouette of one of the bandits rise up, and heard the creak of his bow as he drew it taut. A moment later, another one appeared next to him, then one higher up, and a fourth on the other side of the pass.


“You stupid bitch,” said the first bandit. “I don’t know why the hell you’re wearing those clothes, but they won’t save you. Throw down your weapons before I have to put an arrow in one of your pretty little eyes.”


Sonya had hoped to do this peacefully, but they doubted that she was a real Strannik. With Mikhail’s death so fresh in her memory, she could not let such an insult pass. Her lip curled, her eyes narrowed, and she felt the hot rush of bloodlust surge through her veins.


“I wear these clothes because I earned them.”


She unslung her bow and drew an arrow in a single fluid motion, then used the sound of the bandit’s voice to hone in on his exact location and shoot him in the throat. She listened with satisfaction as he choked on his own blood, then toppled over.


His fellow bandits stupidly cursed in anger, or made some other pointless noise that gave away their location in the swirling snow as well. Without thinking, she instinctively released three more arrows, and three more bandits fell.


She sat there for a moment, smiling with satisfaction as the scent of blood drifted down to her. Then, when her wrath cooled and the bloodlust had dissipated, she realized that once again she’d been too impulsive. She should have left one alive so she could question him about the soldiers. Mikhail would have been disappointed in her lack of restraint.


“Don’t shoot!” came another voice from above. “Please! I was only a prisoner of these men!”


She still couldn’t see much through the snow, but the man sounded genuinely terrified and had a foreign accent, neither of which suggested a bandit.


“Foxtail?” she asked.


“Sorry?”


“You reek of foxtail. A little strange for bandits.”


“Ah! Yes!” He sounded relieved. “I was out gathering them when I was captured.”


“Why were you gathering foxtail? Not exactly good eating.”


“It acts as a wonderful binding agent in potion-making.”


“Oh, you’re an apothecary! All right, I believe you. Come on down, I promise not to shoot.” She made a show of tying up her bow and quiver on her saddle.


She heard him half stumble, half slide down the side of the cliff. Then he emerged cautiously from behind the cloud of flurries. Even beneath his thick coat, she could tell he was a scrawny fellow, with brown skin and long black hair twisted into braids that hung down beneath his comically large fur cap.


“You’re from Raíz, huh?” she asked. “Long way from home.”


“I am studying at the College of Apothecary,” he said proudly. Then his face took on a wary, almost crafty expression. “I saw an imperial detachment as I was leaving this morning, just as you describe. If you promise to give me safe passage to Gogoleth, I will tell you where they are.”


“Except you just told me. You saw them this morning as you were leaving your home in Gogoleth. Obviously they’ll be at the garrison by now.” She watched his face fall, then grinned. “I’m just messing with you. Since we’re both going to the same place, I might as well give you a ride.”


“R-really?”


“We aren’t all bandits out here in the wilds of Izmoroz.”


“Of course. I’m sorry if I offended. I had begun to lose hope that there was any courtesy to be found in these lands.”


He was such an earnest person, Sonya couldn’t help liking the guy. She held out her hand and pulled him up behind her. “I’m Sonya Turgenev Portinari.”


“Jorge Elhuyar.”


“Well, Jorge Elhuyar, you don’t seem all that comfortable on horseback, so you better hold tight. Peppercorn is about as fast a horse as you’ll ever find.”


“Oh, uh . . .” He held up his mitten-covered hands. “Where should I . . .”


She drew his hands around her waist. “Just like this. But go too low or too high, and you’ll lose those hands. Just a friendly warning.”


“Y-yes, Sonya Turgenev.”


“I don’t go in for all that formal stuff. You can just call me Sonya.”


“Oh, well, in that case, please call me Jorge.”


“You got it, Jorge.”


She tapped Peppercorn’s sides with her heels and soon they were headed down the road toward the great city of Gogoleth, which held the largest imperial garrison in Izmoroz. And apparently, the surviving members of Sonya’s family.


“May I ask why you are pursuing a detachment of imperial soldiers?” Jorge had to shout over the thunder of Peppercorn’s hooves to be heard as he clung to Sonya’s waist.


“Because they abducted my mother and little brother,” she said over her shoulder.


He was silent for a moment, then said, “Why would imperial soldiers want to abduct a woman and a boy?”


“My brother’s an elemental magic user.”


“Really? So few are born in Raíz that I’ve never actually seen one.”


“It’s rare everywhere,” she said. Then added, “Thankfully. Could you imagine the chaos if there were a bunch of people running around with that kind of power?”


“Still, why would imperial soldiers wish to abduct him because of that?”


“So they can turn him into a weapon for the empire.”


“That sounds like a worthy cause, doesn’t it?” asked Jorge tentatively. “Defense of the Aureumian Empire?”


“Defense.” She let out a snort. “More like subjugation of yet another group of people to add to the empire’s strength.”


“Surely that is an . . . oversimplification?” She couldn’t see his expression, but he didn’t sound particularly sure. “Regardless, I take it your brother does not wish to lend his abilities to the empire.”


“My father forbade it, actually.”


“He is a pacifist, perhaps?”


“He was a highly decorated veteran of the Aureumian Army who served in the Winter War. You know, the war that forced Izmoroz to join the empire.”


“Surely a war hero would want his son to follow in his footsteps, then.”


“I take it you’ve never talked to a veteran of that war,” she said.


“I have not,” he admitted.


“Every night of his postwar life, my father woke up screaming from the nightmares that he’d either witnessed or perpetrated. He loved my mother very much, but that didn’t stop him from almost choking her to death several times in his sleep. Personally, I would have started sleeping in a different bed after the first time. Instead, she broke his thumb.”


After a pause, Jorge said, “I take it from the way you speak of your father that he is dead.”


“He was killed last night by the same group of soldiers I’m pursuing.”


“Perhaps you also seek revenge, then?”


“Of course not. A Ranger of Marzanna doesn’t believe in vengeance. It’s rotten meat. It may fill you up, but it’s foul and poisonous, and I will have no part of it.”


“I see . . .” He didn’t sound convinced.


“Anyway, death is a natural part of life. If anything, we should rejoice that our loved ones have returned to Lady Marzanna’s embrace.” Did she sound defensive? She worried she might, and stopped talking. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe what she was saying, but . . . sometimes it was still hard for her to reconcile her beliefs with her emotions.


After a long silence, Jorge said, “I confess I’d never heard of these Rangers before today.”


“They are the guardians of Izmoroz. They protect the innocent and keep the natural balance.”


“Those bandits seemed to think they had all died in the war.”


“When Izmoroz was invaded, it was the Rangers who rallied the people against the invaders. So naturally when the empire won, the first thing they did was exterminate every Ranger they could find.”


They rode in silence for a while again, passing an ice-covered lake where children skated in circles. On the other side of the road was one of the many small farmsteads that dotted the land in this area. A few cows stood in the white fields, thin and miserable looking. Winter had only just begun, and it was already shaping up to be a cruel one.


Jorge cleared his throat. “So . . . you are the last Ranger of Marzanna, then?”


“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I . . . hope not. But I’ve been searching the forests for a long time and haven’t found any others.”


“It must be lonely.” It sounded like he was pitying her, which was ridiculous, of course.


“Are you kidding? A Ranger thrives in the solitude of nature.”


“Oh, I see” was all he said.
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Well, Irina, my dear, it’s not perfect but I suppose it will have to do until your new gown is ready.”


The Lady Inessa Odoyevtseva Prozorova stood in the center of her dressing room and gazed critically at the gown that hung from the dress form. Irina stood beside her, wincing as Inessa’s servant cinched up her corset. Irina hadn’t worn a corset since before Sonya’s birth, and she was remembering all over again why she loathed them so much.


“The gown looks lovely,” Irina assured her host.


“It’s from before Vanya’s birth so it’s several years out of fashion,” said Inessa. “See these puffy shoulder caps? No one wears those anymore.”


“I like—” Irina was momentarily cut off as the servant girl yanked on the corset ties. “The color.”


Inessa nodded. “It is a lovely shade of red. I think it’ll set off your hair nicely. And it should fit you reasonably well. But just you wait. When my tailor is finished with your real gown, you won’t give this one a second thought.”
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