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“She doesn’t care about you, or the Rangers, or Izmoroz.”


“All the Lady cares about is death and change. It is her nature. She is beyond right and wrong, good and evil. That is what it truly means to be a god.”


Sonya wanted to object, but couldn’t think of any way to refute what Anatoly said. Certainly not the Lady’s own behavior or words. When she considered it, even Mikhail’s teachings had been vague on the Lady Marzanna’s morality.


“So how do Andre and Tatiana know something bad is coming?” she asked instead.


“How do you know when a storm is coming?”


“I can smell it.”


He nodded. “As you get older, even before you can smell it, you’ll learn to feel it coming. In your very bones.”


“And this is like a storm?”


“One that may cover the world,” he said.
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PART ONE


CHILDREN OF THE WOLF




“It does not seem fair that we be punished for the sins of our fathers. Yet we cannot ignore the unearned bounties we have reaped as their progeny. What, then, is justice?”


—Fyodor Botkin,


The Izmorozian Dream
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Many people thought of winter as cruel, and spring as gentle. But Sonya Turgenev Portinari, Ranger of Marzanna, knew that wasn’t true.


She gazed at the thawing Great Western Tundra that stretched out around her in all its sodden glory. She knew the quiet ferocity it took for those hardy green shoots to reach up toward the sunlight from beneath the slush that now covered much of Izmoroz. And then, once the plants had at last broken through, they risked being eaten by the starving animals that had just woken from hibernation. That was spring. It was not gentle. It was a desperate and voracious thing that defiantly clawed its way up from the darkest depths of winter to thrive once again, no matter the cost or suffering.


Still, Sonya could not deny spring’s ragged beauty. The sun shone down brightly, and purple flowers brazenly poked through the patchy brown snow. Small rivulets of water trickled here and there like tiny impromptu streams, and the air was alive with insects and birdsong.


She wished Jorge could have witnessed the tundra’s transformation from the smooth, barren snows of winter he’d seen before. But he had remained at the Imperial College of Apothecary in Gogoleth so that he could impress his teachers with the knowledge of plants and herbs he had brought back from the distant and mysterious country of Uaine.


She and Jorge had not traveled across the brutal winter tundra for plants, of course. They had traveled to Uaine to enlist the aid of its people, fearsome warriors who commanded an even more frightening army of walking dead. The Uaine had helped her drive out the Aureumian Empire so that Izmoroz could once again be a free and independent nation.


During the occupation, the empire had banned worship of the Lady Marzanna, Goddess of Winter. They had also sought to exterminate her servants, the Rangers of Marzanna, and they nearly succeeded. When Sonya’s mentor had been killed, she had thought herself the last one. But during her journey across the tundra with Jorge, they had encountered three older Rangers who had survived the imperial purge by hiding in this vast wilderness for the last two decades.


Those older Rangers—Andre, Tatiana, and Anatoly—were the reason Sonya now returned to the tundra. She wanted to tell them that she had succeeded in driving out the empire, and they no longer had to hide. They could return to Izmoroz and its people.


Sonya was not making the journey alone, however. This time she had brought her Uaine friend and lover, Blaine Ruairc. The two of them had been trekking northwest across the thawing mud-slick meadows in the direction of the Rangers’ cave for several days now. She estimated they should reach the cave later that day or early the next.


“These other Rangers be Bhuidseach as well?” asked Blaine in his guttural, rolling Uaine accent.


“Like me, you mean?” Sonya asked. “They have similar markings, although each of us looks different, depending on what animal the Lady Marzanna has chosen for us.”


Beneath Sonya’s long black hair, her ears tapered into delicate tips. Her teeth were as sharp as any carnivore’s, and she gazed out at the land with the golden eyes of a fox. Such beast marks were called favors of the Lady, and were an indication that they had been blessed with a boon of some kind. Each piece of humanity the Ranger sacrificed made them more powerful.


But the more they resembled a beast, the more likely they were to act as one. Sonya had not truly understood what that meant until a month ago, during the final clash with the empire. In the heat of battle, she had succumbed so deeply to animal instinct that she had momentarily blacked out. When she had recovered her senses shortly after, she found that she had torn a man’s throat out with her teeth. And possibly swallowed his flesh. Her memory was hazy on that last point. Or maybe she didn’t want to remember.


Regardless, the memory of that temporary loss of control haunted her, and she was glad. It served as a constant reminder that she must avoid asking any more boons of the Lady unless it was absolutely necessary. There were stories of Rangers who had lost so much of their humanity, they forgot who they were. She worried she might already be nearing that point.


Not that Sonya didn’t appreciate the favors that the Lady had bestowed on her. Her speed, strength, reflexes, and stamina were now much greater than a human’s. Her senses were also enhanced, and on the tundra that could mean the difference between life and death.


“Did you notice we’re being tracked by a pack of wolves?” she asked Blaine as they tromped across the meadow.


He jerked to a halt, his expression unexpectedly alarmed.


“Since when?”


“Since this morning,” she said.


He scanned the rolling hills that surrounded them, his hand on the massive broadsword at his waist. “I don’t see anything.”


“They’re keeping their distance for now,” said Sonya. “But I can definitely smell them.”


“What should we do?” He looked far more worried than she would have expected for such a seasoned warrior.


She shrugged. “Nothing. If they were desperate, they’d have already attacked by now. Soon we’ll be in the Rangers’ hunting territory, and I doubt they’ll follow us there.”


“If you say so.”


They began walking again, but Sonya could tell Blaine remained uneasy. He kept running his hands through his long blond hair and glancing over his shoulder. He rarely showed fear in battle, so she wondered what was bothering him.


“Do you not like wolves?” she asked.


“Does anyone?”


“Oh, wolves are okay,” she said. “They can be ferocious when they need to be, but they also take care of each other, and I like that.”


Blaine grunted but said nothing more.


“My father’s nickname during the Winter War was Giovanni the Wolf,” said Sonya. “I suppose because he had a reputation for being a vicious and crafty commander. But the man I knew was fiercely protective of his family—his pack—above all else. So I guess I also like wolves because they remind me of him.”


Blaine eyed her curiously. “You don’t talk about yer father much.”


“Yeah. We didn’t really get along, especially as I got older. We argued a lot. My mom said it’s because we’re so much alike, but I don’t see it.”


Then a long, chilling howl rose up behind them. It was followed shortly by another howl a short distance in front of them.


“Huh,” said Sonya.


Blaine’s hand went immediately back to his sword. “I thought you said they’d keep their distance.”


“Yeah . . .” She frowned. “It sounds like they’re surrounding us, but that doesn’t make sense.”


“Surrounding us?” Blaine drew his two-handed sword. His eyes darted in different directions.


“But we must be in Andre and Tatiana’s hunting territory by now. I suppose this pack could have migrated here with the thaw and the Rangers haven’t gotten around to clearing them out yet . . .”


That didn’t seem likely, however. Andre in particular was extremely territorial. But Sonya couldn’t think of any other reason that a pack of wolves would infringe on Ranger hunting grounds.


When the wolves came into view, Sonya saw that it was a surprisingly large pack for spring. Twenty wolves with mud-spattered white fur, who were spread out so that they completely encircled Sonya and Blaine. They slowly tightened the circle, their movements cautious, as if unsure of the strength of their prey. Their lips were curled back to reveal sharp teeth, and the sound of their low, rumbling growls filled the air.


Blaine nervously adjusted his grip on his sword, muttering to himself in the Uaine language. His face had gone ashen, and sweat ran from his forehead into his scruffy beard. The wolves had already smelled his fear, and now they could see it.


“Calm down and listen to me a moment.” She kept her eyes on the wolves as she slowly unslung her bow and nocked an arrow. “Wolves aren’t stupid. They won’t go after difficult prey unless they’re desperate, and these wolves do not look like they’re starving. So all we have to do is show them we’re too much trouble, and they’ll give up. Probably.”


“Probably?”


Blaine did not look like he was calming down. He wiped the sweat from his face with his sleeve as he watched them tighten their circle.


“Can’t you just shoot them before they get close?” he asked.


“All twenty? When they have us completely surrounded? Not even I’m that fast. But when they go for you—”


“Why would they go for me?”


“Because wolves are attracted to weaker animals, and your fear is a sign of weakness to them.”


“I’m not afraid!” he said sharply.


Sonya gave him a dubious look.


The wolves had gotten as close as they deemed safe, and were now beginning to rotate their circle, paws squelching, yellow eyes all fixed on Blaine. He began muttering in Uaine again.


“What is it with you and wolves, anyway?” she asked.


He was quiet for a moment, and when he finally spoke, it seemed to take a great deal of effort. “When I was a wee boy, I watched me mother get torn apart by a pack of wolves.”


“Oh,” she said. “That would explain it.”


“Aye,” he said grimly.


One of the larger wolves lunged toward Blaine. Fear must have stiffened his muscles because he took a surprisingly clumsy swing with his sword. The wolf had only feinted its attack anyway, and easily avoided it. That opened Blaine up to another wolf, who went for his haunches.


It was a classic wolf pack tactic and Sonya had expected it. She buried an arrow in its eye and the wolf fell into the mud with a splash still several feet from Blaine’s rear.


The wolves went back to circling, no doubt a little more cautious now that one was dead. They continued to growl, and it felt as if they were debating among themselves whether the risk was worth it. Sonya suspected if she immediately shot a few more, they might scatter. But she was reluctant to do so. They were such beautiful animals, and she didn’t want to kill any more of them than necessary. As long as she and Blaine stood their ground, the wolves would eventually go in search of easier prey. They just had to be patient.


Unfortunately, patience had never been one of Blaine’s strong points, and in that moment he was too on edge to even try. He shouted something defiantly in Uaine, raised his sword, and charged the wolf directly in front of him.


“Damn it, Blaine . . . ,” she muttered.


The wolf hopped backward, while the two on either side converged on Blaine’s flanks. Sonya shot one, but the other reached him.


Clearly still muddled by fear, Blaine couldn’t bring his sword around fast enough. The wolf latched on to his forearm and gave a hard pull. His waterlogged boots slipped out from under him and he fell. He hit the ground hard and his sword went flying. The remaining sixteen wolves ignored Sonya completely and went in for the kill.


Blaine kicked desperately at the approaching wolves as he tried to free himself from the one who held his forearm in its jaws. Sonya didn’t want to risk shooting him in the chaos, so she shouldered her bow and leapt into the fray, cursing under her breath at the impatience of Uaine.


Sonya’s knife flashed brightly, throwing splashes of blood into the golden spring sunshine as she carved her way to Blaine. She grabbed his collar, intent on pulling him up. But he was a large man, and the ground was so slick that she nearly fell. With so many wolves surrounding them, that might have meant their deaths. She let go of his collar, and instead fended off the darting wolves as she shouted at him.


“Get up, Blaine! Get the hell up!”


He was now covered in mud, and half-blinded by it. He groped around for his sword for several moments before he finally found it and hauled himself up.


Once they were both back on their feet, the wolves withdrew and began circling again. They had lost several more of their pack, but the smell of blood was now so strong it was like a tether around which they rotated.


“Can you still use your arm?” she asked.


“A little.”


“Enough to swing that big sword of yours?”


“A few times. Maybe.”


“That doesn’t sound encouraging.”


This was not how she’d hoped this would go. If only Blaine had listened to her. Now things had gotten out of hand and the only thing that would fix it was more death. Death that could have been avoided.


She grimly drew her bow again and shot a wolf. Its sharp whimper wrenched at her heart, but she turned and shot another. Then another. One by one they fell. They were still so incensed with bloodlust that she had to slay several before the survivors finally scattered, yelping pitifully to each other as they ran away.


They watched the wolves flee for a moment. Then Blaine, still muttering in Uaine, stalked over to one of the dead wolves and kicked it.


“Blaine!” Sonya’s voice cracked like a whip.


His head jerked back to look at her, his expression bewildered.


Sonya pushed him aside, then knelt down beside the dead wolf. Its white fur was stained with both brown earth and red blood. She had killed ten of these magnificent animals today. Far too many to make use of out here on the tundra. A waste of meat and hides. And a waste of life. She didn’t use to be so bothered by such things. A year ago it might not even have occurred to her. But now . . . well, she wasn’t sure what had changed, but it bothered her a great deal.


She took a moment to calm herself. Then she gently laid her hand on the wolf’s head and spoke the Ranger’s prayer.


“One day I will return as you now return. Until then, I will travel light.”


She stayed there for a time, feeling the warmth leave the wolf’s body.


Finally, she looked up at Blaine. Anger must have still been in her eyes, because he took an unconscious step back. He looked confused, as if he couldn’t understand why she was frustrated with him. She supposed she couldn’t blame him for acting so irrationally. But she couldn’t shrug off so much unnecessary waste, either.


“Let’s get you patched up, then carve as much meat as we can carry. If nothing else, we can have a feast when I tell the other Rangers that they no longer need to hide out here on the tundra.”


“Is wolf meat good eating?” he asked.


“No,” she admitted. “But we’ll eat it all the same.”
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Sebastian Turgenev Portinari had been told countless times about the beauty of Aureum, but that hadn’t prepared him for the real thing.


As he traveled on the Advent Road with his mother Lady Irina Turgenev Portinari, Commander Franko Vittorio, General Savitri Zaniolo, and Private Sasha Rykov, his eyes swept almost reverently across the rolling emerald-green meadows that stretched out to the horizon on either side. The trees were covered in fragrant white or pink blossoms, and newly sprouted green wheat fields rippled with the gentle gusts of wind. A bold sun shone overhead, while fluffy white clouds floated placidly through the azure sky. After the relentless monochrome of Izmorozian winter, Aureum’s spring grandeur was almost overwhelming.


He sighed. “So this is my father’s homeland.”


“It’s stunning,” agreed his mother. She looked serene, almost saintly, with the sunlight playing off her long white hair as she rode beside him.


“Is this your first time in Aureum as well, my lady?” asked Zaniolo. “I hadn’t realized.”


She nodded. “Giovanni spoke of it often but said he had no desire to return.”


“I can’t imagine why not,” said Sebastian.


Zaniolo gave him one of those unreadable smiles of his. The sort that always made Sebastian feel as though the general was hiding something. Of course he knew it could just as easily be a habit acquired from many years as an intelligence officer.


“Sometimes the past is best left undisturbed.” Zaniolo glanced toward Commander Vittorio, who rode a little ways ahead of the rest.


Vittorio had gone through drastic changes in temperament since Sebastian had first met him. Initially, the commander had possessed an almost regal bearing, and while he could be a little stiff, he had projected a firm sense of leadership that instilled confidence in everyone under his command. But that decorum had faltered in the face of the unexpected conflict brought about by Sonya and her Uaine allies. Sebastian had been stunned, and at times even horrified, by the shocking displays of violent temper Vittorio had exhibited toward his subordinates on numerous occasions during the conflict.


In the month since they had been routed from Gogoleth and forced to flee Izmoroz, Vittorio had changed yet again. Gone were both the regal bearing and furious outbursts, to be replaced by a deep and pensive brooding. He had spoken little, slept little, and eaten little since crossing the border into Aureum. And yet for all his silence, there was a sense that the wrath he had displayed previously was still there, seething beneath the surface.


Sebastian was concerned for the commander, and had wondered if there was anything he could do to improve his mentor’s mood. But Zaniolo and his mother had both advised him to give Vittorio space so that he could grieve for his losses in Izmoroz, and prepare for whatever punishment might await him in Magna Alto.


“Something big coming up the road,” said Rykov.


Although Rykov was Izmorozian, he had decided to remain Sebastian’s aide-de-camp and follow him to Aureum. Sebastian was grateful for the large man’s stoic, unwavering presence. Rykov had been there, in his quiet, unobtrusive way, to guide and support Sebastian from his very first day as an officer of the imperial army. The aide-de-camp’s loyalty was especially precious to Sebastian after the betrayal he’d suffered at the hands of his former betrothed, Galina Odoyevtseva Prozorova. Time and distance had dulled his heartbreak to some degree, but he still tried to think about her as little as possible.


Sebastian squinted in the sunlight to where Rykov pointed. He could see a large cloud of dust along the road, which suggested a group of riders ahead.


“A merchant caravan?” he asked.


“Perhaps,” said Zaniolo, although his tone suggested he thought it was something else.


Commander Vittorio made no comment, and merely continued to plod ahead, so they followed him.


Once the riders finally came into view, Sebastian saw that it was an imperial cavalry unit of twenty strong heading toward them. They moved in perfect formation at a steady canter, their bright steel breastplates and helmets shining in the warm Aureumian sun.


“Well,” Zaniolo said dryly. “Here is our welcome party, although I don’t expect it will be a particularly warm reception, given our recent failure.”


They all looked to Vittorio for what they should do, but again he made no comment. He did, however, rein in his horse, so the rest followed suit. There they sat and waited as the soldiers approached.


“A word of advice, Captain Portinari,” Zaniolo said quietly.


“Yes, General?”


“Our arrival in Magna Alto will undoubtably be complicated and fraught with tension. I will do my best to shield you and your mother from any major repercussions, but for me to succeed, I will need you to only speak when addressed, and even then as reservedly as possible without giving offense. Do you understand?”


Sebastian still didn’t have a sense of how much trouble Vittorio was in, or how that might impact him and his mother. But he had few allies and even fewer options at this point.


“I understand, General. And thank you.”


He gave Sebastian a faint smile. Then they waited in silence until the soldiers reached them.


The captain of the cavalry unit, a clean-shaven man of middle age with close-cropped black hair beneath his round officer’s cap, called for his unit to stop.


“I am Captain Leoni of the Forty-Sixth Imperial Cavalry,” he boomed in a hard, formal tone. “By the authority of Her Imperial Majesty, Empress Caterina Morante the First, I command you to identify yourselves.”


There was an awkward moment while they waited for Vittorio to speak, but the former commander only glared down at the pommel of his saddle and said nothing.


Finally Zaniolo prodded his horse forward and smiled broadly.


“Now, now, Captain Leoni. There’s no need for all this ceremony. Surely it has not been so long that you have forgotten Commander Vittorio or me?”


“I am sorry, General,” Leoni said earnestly. “But I have been given explicit orders to stand upon the strictest formalities.”


Zaniolo looked a little disappointed, but not surprised. “I see, Captain. Then I might as well begin.” He gave the captain a smooth salute. “General Savitri Zaniolo, formerly of the imperial garrison in Gogoleth.”


Leoni returned Zaniolo’s salute, then looked expectantly at Vittorio, but the commander kept his eyes downcast, his jaw flexed with tension.


When it was clear Vittorio still refused to speak, Zaniolo glanced back at Sebastian and nodded.


Sebastian saluted the captain and said, “Captain Sebastian Turgenev Portinari, formerly of the Four Hundred and Fourth Imperial Cavalry.”


Again Leoni returned the salute.


After yet another awkward moment, Sebastian’s mother spoke up. “I am Lady Irina Turgenev Portinari of Izmoroz, mother of Captain Portinari and widow of the late retired commander Giovanni Portinari of Aureum.”


Leoni bowed respectfully in his saddle. “Your Ladyship.”


Rykov saluted. “Private Sasha Rykov from Izmoroz.”


Since Rykov ranked below the captain, Leoni was not required to return the salute, and only nodded. Then he gave the silent Vittorio a hard look.


“Are you Commander Franko Vittorio, formerly of the imperial garrison in Gogoleth, exiled from Aureum until such time as Her Imperial Majesty ordered your return?”


Vittorio’s lips curled up into a grimace, but he still did not look up. “I suppose I must be.”


Exiled? Sebastian was stunned. Zaniolo had told him that Vittorio had been sent to Izmoroz as punishment for an indiscretion of some kind, and he’d later mentioned that the empress might not be pleased that Vittorio was returning to Aureum after such a defeat. But Sebastian hadn’t realized that Vittorio had been banished from Aureum. Simply crossing the border had been in direct violation of the empress’s orders and therefore a crime against the empire. What had the man been thinking?


“Franko Vittorio,” Leoni continued sternly. “You are commanded by the empress to accompany me to Magna Alto, where you will face judgment. Any attempt to disobey this order or flee my custody will be considered treason. Is that understood?”


“Yes, Captain.” Vittorio’s lips writhed as he spoke, as if the words tasted foul.


“Very well.”


Leoni ordered his unit to form up around Sebastian and his companions, then, as one mass, they continued south toward Magna Alto.


But now the beautiful landscape seemed somehow less inviting to Sebastian. Were they to be criminals, then? He tried to catch Zaniolo’s eye, but the general’s expression was neutral as he rode. Somehow, Sebastian found that even more unnerving than his usual unreadable smile.
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In all the time Jorge Elhuyar had studied under his mentor, Anton Velikhov, master apothecary, he had never argued with the man. Until today.


He looked up from his work at the lab table and said, “I’m sorry, Master, but I must refuse.”


Velikhov tugged at his beard while he roamed aimlessly around their apartments. “I don’t mean a lot of blood, of course. Just a small amount to study. Jorge, you understand how significant this would be for the college. Blood that can raise the dead? Who knows what we could learn from such a thing. And if we could somehow duplicate it, the number of applications would be staggering.”


“I do understand, Master, but I’m asking you to also understand that Bhuidseach Rowena and her fellow Urram Le Bàs are considered sacred to their people. Merely to ask for a sample of her blood would be offensive.”


He stopped his wandering to look exasperatedly at Jorge. “You won’t even ask?”


“No, Master.”


Velikhov threw up his hands and stalked back to his bedroom, muttering to himself.


Jorge took no pleasure in refusing his master, but Rowena had taken him into her confidence, and he had sworn to respect the secrecy of the Uaine knowledge of necromancy. Even mentioning offhandedly to Velikhov that it was done by blood transference had been a mistake. That tiny bit of knowledge had sparked a hunger in the old master that Jorge had never seen before.


He sighed and returned to his work on the cold resistance potion he had been forced to put off yet again this past month. Not that he was complaining. It had been a supreme honor to stand in the college’s main lecture hall and present his findings on the Uaine herbs, plants, and fungi he had discovered during his time there.


But he’d been so busy that he’d had to decline Sonya’s invitation to return to the tundra to search for her fellow Rangers. Instead she’d taken Blaine. That was to be expected, of course, but Jorge still hadn’t sorted out his feelings about either of them. Even thinking about them being out there without him set his stomach into knots. Was it jealousy? If so, of whom was he jealous, exactly? Both of them? And why, when he knew that he could not marry either of them, did he continue to entertain notions of it? He should be happy for his friends that they had found each other. And yet . . .


There was a light knock on the door, which reminded Jorge that there was someone else he’d been neglecting while he’d been preparing for his lecture.


“Rowena, the door should be unlocked. Please come in.”


Bhuidseach Rowena Viridomarus drifted into the room like a tall, thin wraith. Her milk-white hair and skin was the mark of being a necromancer, or Death Touched. Traditionally, necromancers wore long brown robes, but lately Rowena had been experimenting with Izmorozian gowns generously provided by Galina Odoyevtseva Prozorova. The gown she wore today was lavender, and while Jorge wouldn’t exactly say that it made her eerie appearance any more attractive, he could not deny that her ghostly paleness, combined with the elegant gown, made her very striking.


“Do I interrupt ye?” she asked in her rolling brogue. She hadn’t picked up the language quite as well as Blaine, probably because she mostly kept to her own people, who occupied the abandoned garrison outside Gogoleth. The townspeople were still not comfortable with the Uaine undead warriors, called sluagh gorta, so it was probably for the best they remained separate.


“It’s no interruption,” he assured her. “I promised to help you. I’m only sorry it’s taken me this long to invite you over.”


She pulled a stool from the corner and sat down across from him. “I am in no rush.”


“Yes . . .”


He kept his tone neutral, but that was actually something that worried him a little. The Uaine had been brought over to liberate Izmoroz, and were then supposed to march on Magna Alto, capital and heart of the great Aureumian Empire, where they would no doubt be able to claim untold riches. Except they didn’t seem in any hurry to do so.


It was true the Uaine had suffered enormous casualties among their living warriors during the battle for Gogoleth. But the true power of the Uaine army was that any who were killed could be immediately resurrected as sluagh gorta, so their numbers had not actually diminished. In fact, since the sluagh gorta were nearly indestructible, the Uaine army was arguably even more formidable now. Jorge told himself that they were merely taking the time to recover from the fierce battle and devise the strategy for their invasion of Aureum. But each week that passed without any visible signs of preparation or progress made it harder to believe that.


“Does something trouble ye?” asked Rowena.


With both Sonya and Blaine gone, she was probably the closest friend he had in Gogoleth and he was tempted to unburden his worries to her. But it would certainly put her in an awkward position, so he shook his head and smiled.


“Nothing you could do anything about, I’m afraid,” he told her.


“Maybe ye miss Sonya en Blaine?” she suggested.


“That’s part of it, I’m sure. Perhaps I’m so used to having them around that I’m at a bit of a loss without them.”


“Do ye think they bring back more Bhuidseach like her?” she asked.


“The old Rangers?” He shrugged. “I’m honestly not sure. Our previous interaction with them was . . . not positive. And frankly, they didn’t seem all that interested in the affairs of regular humans in Izmoroz. They might prefer to stay where they are.”


She frowned. “But they es Bhuidseach. They have responsibility to their people.”


“Perhaps that’s how it’s seen among the Uaine. And that’s certainly how Sonya personally feels about it here in Izmoroz. But not all cultures insist that their . . . gifted members contribute so altruistically. Within my own culture, for example, the Viajero can perform extraordinary feats of magic. Some of them live in the cities and help people, but others join troupes that wander throughout the empire seeking fame and fortune. And still others enter one of the monasteries along El Fin Peninsula where they hope to strengthen their bridge to God in Heaven. Some even retreat in solitude to the Blindaje Desert, though I’m honestly not sure what they do out there.”


“I know little about Raíz,” said Rowena. “I would like to see it someday.”


“It’s a beautiful land, quite different from anywhere else on the continent.” Jorge smiled sadly, relishing the small pang of homesickness. Then he briskly rubbed his hands together. “Now, I promised to teach you how to make the salve that will prevent your sluagh gorta from freezing during your return trip across the tundra.”


“Aye.” She nodded.


“Before we begin, I must warn you, it is a complicated process that will require a great deal of time and patience to master.”


She gave him an odd, closed-mouth smile and leaned toward him so that a lock of white hair fell across her colorless eyes. “My friend Jorge, surely ye know by now there es nothing I won’t do to ensure the success of my people.”


“Wonderful. Then let’s get started.”
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Galina Odoyevtseva Prozorova placed the book on her lap and wearily rubbed her eyes. Mere months ago, she had considered the collection of writings by Iosif Kantemir, The Purpose of Man, Nature, and Governance, to be dull reading. She had occasionally waded through one of his essays, but only because she felt some knowledge of political systems was necessary for a well-rounded scholar. Oh how she missed those halcyon days.


Following the liberation of Izmoroz from the empire, the Council of Lords had reformed to take over governance of the country. It had been a glorious and historic day filled with inspiring speeches and great feasting. It was a day that would forever be fixed in her memory.


But since that day, nothing else had happened. Cities that had been damaged during the conflict continued to languish. Even stately Gogoleth still showed the disfiguring scars of battle. Yet the people who had the power to do something about it argued endlessly about minor details on how aid should be provided, squabbling among each other like petulant children.


As always, when Galina saw a problem, she turned to books for advice on how to remedy it. The previous Council of Lords had been disbanded at the end of the Winter War, years before she had been born, so she knew little about how it had functioned. The obvious first step, then, was to read books written by or about the most famous statesmen from Izmoroz’s past. How had they broken such deadlocks? And going forward, how could a country without a single ruler still provide strong leadership? If she could find answers to those questions, she could pass them along to her father, one of the most prominent members of the council, and they could finally begin to heal their poor, beleaguered country.


So she read every book on the subject she could find: The Izmorozian Dream by Fyodor Botkin, The Noble Council by Nikolay Pirogov, and now A Land Without Kings by Timofey Korotkov. Unfortunately, they were all such laborious, overwrought tomes that even a scholar of her caliber had difficulty parsing them at times. Worse still, the results of her research thus far were . . . not promising.


Yet there had to be a way to inject strength into her country’s flailing new government, and she would find it. With that resolution firmly in mind, she returned to Korotkov’s belabored prose.


Soon after, she was interrupted by a knock on the study door.


“Yes?”


Masha peeked her head inside.


“Angelo Lorecchio is here to see you, miss.”


Galina closed her book once again. “Thank you, Masha. Please send him in.”


Lorecchio was undoubtedly a sly character, but Galina found she rather enjoyed the imperial deserter’s visits. She didn’t know how much she trusted his professed motives, but she found in him an intellectual equal, and that was a novel experience for her. He was also not a bad-looking fellow. There seemed to be a subset of Aureumian men whose looks actually improved with age. Apparently, Giovanni Portinari had also been such a man. Perhaps that meant that Sebastian would—


She cut off that line of thinking immediately. It would only bring her pain and sadness, neither of which she could afford during this critical time for Izmoroz. She fixed a smile to her face as Lorecchio entered the room.


“Dear Angelo, you really should have a title of some sort, don’t you think?” she asked as he settled into his customary chair across from her.


“Goodness no, Galina Odoyevtseva,” he said. “I have no title because I have no authority. I am merely an adviser, and all those I advise are free to take or ignore my words as they see fit.”


“Well, then, if you are so very informal, perhaps you should speak less formally and simply call me Galina.”


“I beg you not to deny me the pleasure of speaking your melodious name,” he replied.


She smiled ruefully. His slippery demeanor belied a deeply stubborn nature underneath. As always, she was fond of such contradictions.


“Well, then, to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?” she asked.


“Sadly, I bring news that could be somewhat . . . troubling to you,” he said.


“Oh?”


“Apparently, our illustrious Ranger of Marzanna and Captain Blaine left Gogoleth some weeks ago with the intent of returning to the tundra.”


“That hardly seems troubling to me,” said Galina. “The less I see of that . . . creature, the better. Is Elgin Mordha concerned for the safety of his countryman?”


“The Tighearna has expressed no such worries to me,” said Lorecchio. “But while speaking with Bhuidseach Rowena, I learned Sonya Turgenev’s purpose in returning to the tundra. Apparently there are three other Rangers who have been hiding there since the end of the last war.”


Galina’s eyes widened. “For twenty years?”


Lorecchio nodded.


“Well, they must be quite old by now. Assuming they wish to return to society, I question how much use they would be to us should the empire return.”


He gazed at her a moment, his eyes hooded in the shadow of his iron-gray brows. “It isn’t their military prowess, or lack thereof, that should concern you, Galina Odoyevtseva.”


“Oh? And pray advise me, what should my concern be?”


“Do you recall, on the night of our victory over Aureum, that I shared my concerns regarding Sonya Turgenev’s negative view of the Izmorozian nobility?”


Galina’s eyes narrowed. “Of course I do.”


“You have seen firsthand the influence a single Ranger can exert over the peasants of Izmoroz. Can you imagine how much power four of them would wield? What if they, as a group, decided to supplant your new Council of Lords to rule this country themselves?”


“I have a difficult time imagining Sonya ruling anything,” said Galina.


Lorecchio nodded. “But what of these older, more experienced Rangers? Hardened by years of war, estranged from society for so long, I wonder if they would have much sympathy for your struggling council of nobles.”


“The council is not struggling, it’s merely—”


“Please let us be candid, Galina Odoyevtseva. Currently, it is a mess. And why wouldn’t it be? Men with little experience in governance are suddenly thrust into the role of leadership, and the only precedent they know, so you have informed me, is one of weakness and inefficiency. It is only natural that they should struggle with how to proceed.”


He was painfully correct, of course. According to Galina’s research, the previous councils had been just as beset by internal disagreement as the current one. Some arguments had gone on for months without resolution, and in one notable case, years. In fact, that years-long deadlock, which had concerned placing some modest limits on annual tithes, had only been resolved when its most prominent opponent died.


Furthermore, the books she’d read described no method to achieving strong leadership without a single ruler because the council had been purposefully designed to prevent strong leadership from existing in Izmoroz. Lord Korotkov had perhaps put it most succinctly, and to Galina’s mind most naively, when he wrote:




What purpose would Izmoroz have for kings or emperors? Such men could never understand or appreciate the individual needs of each lord or their people. I tell you, good citizens, there is more potential harm in the system of monarchy than there could ever be gain. What’s more, the will of one man could never match that of a nation united in brotherhood. I need but look to the failure of our neighbor in the south to know that ours is the superior system of governance.





That “neighbor in the south” had of course been Aureum during the early years of an empire that had gone on to conquer over half the continent, so it was clear Korotkov’s evidence had not borne out for him.


Galina gave Lorecchio a pained smile, striving not to appear defensive.


“The council simply needs time to find their footing. To figure out a new system. A better system.”


“But do you think these Rangers will give them that time? You can plead for patience to me, and perhaps even to the peasants.” He leaned forward, his tan, weathered face etched with concern. “But when have you ever known Sonya Turgenev to be patient with others?”


He was right about that, too, of course. This might be just the opportunity Sonya needed to incite peasants to rise up against the nobility.


She inclined her head. “Very well, Angelo. You have convinced me this is indeed troubling news. So what do you propose I do about it?”


“It’s a tricky situation, to be sure,” he said. “But I believe that between the two of us, we can devise the proper remedy without any bloodshed.”


She put her book to one side and placed her hands in her lap. “Then let us begin immediately.”
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Weary and caked in dry mud, Sonya and Blaine found the entrance to the Rangers’ cave shortly before nightfall. The narrow opening in the ground was easier to spot in the thinner snow cover than it had been on her first visit. A small channel had been cut down the length of the narrow tunnel to guide the snowmelt like a tiny river.


Blaine peered down into the hole.


“Will I fit?”


Sonya gazed speculatively at his broad shoulders. “Andre fit, so I think you’ll be fine. But maybe toss the meat in first.”


They tossed the bundles of wolf meat down into the tunnel. Sonya smiled, thinking how surprised the Rangers might be by the sudden bounty that appeared. She knew she’d been rude to them on her first visit, but perhaps this would earn their forgiveness.


She got down on all fours and straddled the channel of snowmelt, then worked her way down the tunnel.


“Andre? Tatiana? Anatoly?” she called. “I’m back and I have great news!”


She didn’t hear any response, which was odd. She didn’t think Anatoly was able to leave the cave anymore, so even if the other two were still out hunting this late in the day, the grouchy old wolverine should still be there.


Finally the tunnel opened out into the massive rock cavern where the Rangers had made their home for the last twenty years. As before, the floors and walls were covered in grimy fur rugs, with a few wood and bone structures here and there where meat and hides might be hung for curing. Except they were all bare now. On her last visit, there had also been a number of stubby tallow candles flickering merrily throughout the cave, but now there were only a few set in a small cluster beside a pile of furs.


“Where are the Rangers?” asked Blaine as he squeezed out of the narrow tunnel behind her.


Then the pile of furs shifted and a gravelly, barely intelligible voice said, “Long, long gone.”


That was followed by an intense coughing spell.


“Anatoly?” Sonya hurried over to the old Ranger.


He lay on the pile of furs, covered by the same ragged, patched wool blanket as before. He looked even smaller than last time, and more frail, as if he had not been eating well. His beady dark eyes were unreadable as he looked up at her. The lips of his long black snout curled up to show pronounced canines. It could have been a smile or a snarl. He had so many favors of the Lady, he hardly looked human at all anymore.


“So it’s you, little fox? My nose is as bad as my eyes these days, so I couldn’t tell who had come. But I might have guessed you’d be back.”


“Have Andre and Tatiana abandoned you?” she asked the old wolverine.


“They needed to go, so I told them to go.”


“Why? What are they doing?”


“Dark times are coming. Terrible times. They went to prepare themselves.”


“What do you mean ‘dark times’? I’ve freed Izmoroz from the empire. We should be celebrating.”


Even as she said that, she wondered if celebrating was the right word. It hadn’t been a total victory, after all. Many innocent people had died during the conflict. The empire had been driven off for now, but was sure to return eventually. And Sonya had failed to free her brother from the grip of that viperous commander, Vittorio.


But Anatoly didn’t seem to hear her anyway. Instead, he stared at the slow trickle of water that ran down the tunnel and into the pebble-strewn stream nearby. Then his eyes fell upon the sacks of meat, and he grunted.


“You brought presents this time, at least.”


“When was the last time you ate, Anatoly?” asked Sonya.


“I don’t remember,” he said.


“Let me cook something for you. Then we’ll cure the rest. That should last you a little while at least.”


He nodded. “Thank you, Lisitsa. I know it is inevitable, but I’m not eager for the Lady’s final embrace.” He squinted at her. “And by the look of things, you better understand why now.”


The last time Sonya had spoken to the Lady, she had begged for a way to defeat her brother without killing him. The Lady had granted her request, and as payment had slowly, mercilessly, wrenched out her teeth one by one.


Now she ran her tongue across the sharp fox teeth that had grown in place of her human ones as she nodded.


“Yes, Anatoly. I understand.”


There was plenty of salt and saltpeter stored in the cave, so once they’d cooked and eaten a meal, Sonya and Blaine got to work curing the rest of the meat.


As they hung the treated meat up on the bone and wood frames, Sonya said, “Before, I was worried some of this would go to waste. Now I wish we’d brought more.”


“We could get more,” said Blaine.


She narrowed her golden eyes thoughtfully. “I suppose that wolf pack won’t be back anytime soon. And the reindeer migration is just starting, so it might be good timing.” She glanced over at the now snoozing Anatoly. “But I feel bad leaving him alone right now.”


“I can go,” offered Blaine.


“You? Hunt reindeer?”


He looked offended. “A’ course! I been hunting deer since I was a boy!”


She shrugged. “If you say so.”


While Blaine was off somehow hunting deer with a giant sword, Sonya turned her attention to cleaning the cave. The smell had become quite unpleasant since the other two Rangers had left.


Anatoly watched her wash his ratty old blanket, wringing his claw-like hands anxiously.


“I said it’s fine,” he muttered.


“It was disgusting,” she told him. “And if you don’t stop fussing, I’m going to wash you, too.”


He shrank back into his pile of furs and glared at her.


Finally she finished with the blanket and handed it to him. He grabbed it eagerly, as if it had caused him physical pain to be separated from it.


“Anatoly?” she asked.


“Hmm?” He pressed his face to the blanket and inhaled deeply, although there was no way it smelled the same after she had washed it.


“Why did Andre and Tatiana leave?”


“I told you. Dark times are coming. They went to ready themselves.”


“But I liberated Izmoroz just as the Lady commanded me. Things should be getting better now, not worse.”


He gazed at her a moment. Rather than his usual peevish retorts, he seemed to be genuinely considering what she said.


Finally, he replied, “Rangers don’t often get direct commands from the Lady, but when we do, we must obey. That is the ‘right’ thing for us to do. Always. So you did no wrong, little fox. But you are a fool if you think that following the Lady Marzanna’s orders will ever make things better.”


“But she said—”


“She doesn’t care about you, or the Rangers, or Izmoroz,” he cut in. “All the Lady cares about is death and change. It is her nature. She is beyond right and wrong, good and evil. That is what it truly means to be a god.”


Sonya wanted to object, but couldn’t think of any way to refute what he said. Certainly not the Lady’s own behavior or words. When she considered it, even Mikhail’s teachings had been vague on the Lady Marzanna’s morality.


“So how do Andre and Tatiana know something bad is coming?” she asked instead.


“How do you know when a storm is coming?”


“I can smell it.”


He nodded. “As you get older, even before you can smell it, you’ll learn to feel it coming. In your very bones.”


“And this is like a storm?”


“One that may cover the world,” he said.


“Then where did they go to prepare for it?” she asked. “What do they plan to do?”


“They didn’t tell me. Because I’m old and grumpy and told them they were fools to even try.” He heaved a gurgling sigh that threatened to turn into another coughing fit, but didn’t. “Damn foxes. You always get people riled up.”


“Me?” She’d never considered that her actions would have an impact on the other Rangers. They certainly hadn’t seemed to take her very seriously the last time she’d been there.


Anatoly’s shoulders bounced a few times, as if he was still holding off the cough. He lay back down in his blankets and closed his eyes until it passed.


“Yes, yes,” he muttered. “Some might call it inspiration. But I know better.”


“But . . .” A chill crept up Sonya’s spine as she considered. “If the Lady Marzanna is not trying to make things better, then . . .” She almost didn’t want to ask. “What have I inspired?”


He lifted his head and looked at her again with his beady black eyes.


“That is an excellent question. Maybe you’re growing up, little fox.”


Then he laid his head back down and went to sleep.


Sonya sat there and watched his slow, even breathing. She could hear the muted gurgle of fluid in his lungs that never quite went away. And there was a faint smell of decay about him. It seemed likely that his days were numbered regardless of how much food he had. Perhaps that was the real reason Andre and Tatiana had left him behind. They could already tell he wouldn’t last the journey.


She was tempted to stroke his shaggy gray head, but knew it would infuriate him, so she held herself in check. What sort of life had he lived down here in this cave, dependent on other Rangers, unable to even hunt? Why did he cling so stubbornly to it? Was he really that terrified of the Lady’s final embrace?


But perhaps it wasn’t so difficult to understand. Sonya had always told people that Rangers didn’t fear death. That the Lady would take care of her, even in those final moments. But Sonya still recalled the brutal frozen pain of her touch, and the almost sadistic leisure with which she’d torn off Sonya’s ears, gouged out her eyes, and yanked out her teeth. Did Sonya really still think she could count on mercy from the Lady in the end?


She heard Blaine’s heavy tread near the cave entrance. A moment later, a nice-sized reindeer carcass slid down the tunnel and splashed into the stream. Then he emerged grinning widely.


“See?”


She stared at the reindeer a moment. “How did you kill this with a sword?”


“A sword and a rock,” he clarified. “You stun it first, see? Then you run in quick t’ finish.”


She smiled as she dragged it over to the curing rack and began to skin it. “I admit. I’m impressed.”


“So what now?” he asked.


“We’ll cure this, maybe start making some candles with the fat that he can finish on his own. And then . . .”


Her smile faded. She looked back at the dying old Ranger sleeping in his pile of furs.


“And then?” Blaine asked gently.


She sighed. “I guess we’ll head back to Gogoleth. Anatoly is certain there are bad things coming. Worse than what we had before, maybe.”


“Aye?” Blaine looked as uneasy as she felt.


“It’s strange,” she said. “When Anatoly told me dark times were coming, I didn’t actually feel that surprised. It was like I . . .” She considered for a moment. “Have you ever had that feeling like you’ve been somewhere before, or done something before, even though you know you haven’t?”


He nodded.


She looked down at the dead reindeer, which had a large gash in its throat from Blaine’s sword. She could smell the iron tang of its blood.


“It was almost like I remembered it from a dream.”
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Sebastian had dreamed of seeing Magna Alto, but not like this.


The city did not disappoint, of course. It was the grandest thing he’d ever witnessed. It was easily five times as big as Gogoleth and had been built onto a mountain. The city walls at the base of the mountain were a gleaming white marble. The major thoroughfare of the city, Ascendant Way, gradually spiraled up the mountain so that the entire thing bristled with brightly colored buildings and culminated in the sparkling gold of the imperial palace at the very top.


But Sebastian had a hard time savoring the city’s majesty. He imagined anyone who arrived against their will under armed escort would have felt similarly conflicted. Not that they had been mistreated in any way. Captain Leoni had been the soul of courtesy, particularly where Sebastian’s mother was concerned. But he had also made it very clear that they were all his prisoners and he would tolerate no dissent or delay.


During the first few days of captivity, Zaniolo had tried to thaw the captain’s demeanor with idle soldier’s talk but met little success. He never seemed frustrated by his failures, however, and even when he gave up the effort, he did so with a show of high spirits and a knowing smile, as if to say that was how he’d expected it to go, but he’d had to try anyway.


Vittorio continued to say little, do little, and eat little during the trip. But his brooding wrath seemed much closer to the surface now. Perhaps it was Sebastian’s imagination, but it seemed like whenever Leoni was occupied with something else, the ex-commander would glare openly at the captain with dark, furious eyes. Leoni had been kind enough not to restrain them. But if Vittorio did something so foolhardy as to attack the captain while surrounded by imperial soldiers, that nominal freedom might be taken away. Sebastian wondered if he should warn Leoni about the possibility, but remembered Zaniolo’s request to only speak when necessary. It also felt like that would be a terrible betrayal to Vittorio. Betraying his former commander and mentor at perhaps the worst moment in his life would be the actions of a disloyal coward. Imagine if Rykov had betrayed Sebastian during his darkest hour during the battle in Gogoleth? Such a thing would have been devastating. No, Sebastian must remember the good man he met all those months ago and stand by him now.


Despite his resolve, it was an anxious and exhausting ride to Magna Alto. But at last their horses crested the top of a hill and the magnificent city came into view for the first time.


“My word . . . ,” his mother sighed.


“Is this your first time to Magna Alto, my lady?” asked Leoni.


“It is, Captain. And such a sight to behold.”


He seemed pleased by her awe. “It’s said that it took twenty-three years and more than a hundred thousand laborers to build.”


“Astonishing,” she agreed.


The captain pointed to a line of white marble that stretched east and west from the outer city wall, ending somewhere beyond their view. “Do you see those edifices, my lady? What do you suppose they are?”


“Additional defenses?”


He chuckled heartily. “Far more than mere walls, my lady. That is the Saint Morante Canal system, a miraculous feat of Aureumian engineering that took over a decade and tens of thousands of workers to build. It stretches west all the way to the Poca River, and east to the Estraneo River, which I believe originates at your Sestra River. This allows Magna Alto, formerly a landlocked city, to be the hub of both land and water trade. Not only that, it provides fresh water for drinking and irrigation to support Aureum’s renowned agricultural region.”


“Truly wondrous,” she said.


Sebastian stared at the miles of proud, uncompromising white that had been carved in a straight, unwavering line through the uneven landscape. It seemed like a declaration that not even the whims of Nature could hamper Aureum’s ambitions. And this canal was clearly why Vittorio had been so concerned about bandits on the Sestra. Their river piracy had directly impacted Magna Alto.


Except they hadn’t been bandits or river pirates, he reminded himself. They’d been rebels. Not selfish opportunists but regular townspeople unhappy with the empire’s rule. Perhaps not so different from the poor people of Les . . .


“Apologies, my lady.” Captain Leoni’s voice broke into Sebastian’s thoughts. “We should continue on to the palace without further delay. I was ordered to present my charges directly to the empress with all due haste.”


Sebastian’s mother nodded. “By all means, Captain. We cannot keep the empress waiting.”


He smiled gratefully, then signaled to his men and they began their descent.


The road sloped gradually downward until it leveled out about a half mile from the outer wall of the castle. Sebastian could see the glint of steel at the top of the wall, most likely a sentry. The gate was easily twenty feet tall and made of stout oak beams bound in iron. Even the ancient entrance into Gogoleth looked flimsy by comparison.


“Unfurl the flag,” Captain Leoni told one of his men.


“Yes, sir!” The soldier unfurled a flag with a white falcon on a golden background and fixed it to the back of his saddle.


“The imperial crest,” Zaniolo told Sebastian as they rode. “It’s a signal to the gate guard and all within the city that the good captain is acting on direct orders from the empress and should not be impeded in any way.”


Sure enough, the gate opened immediately and they entered the city without hindrance.


“You know, Sebastian.” Zaniolo leaned over and spoke just loudly enough to be heard over the sound of the horse hooves pounding on the cobblestones. “You could have easily wiped out Leoni’s entire company with your magic when we first encountered them.”


“Sir?” Sebastian’s eyes went wide.


“I’m not saying you should have,” Zaniolo said quickly. “And it’s far too late now. But it’s important not to forget one’s advantages. You’ve seemed a tad discouraged since our . . . well, let’s be frank and call it an arrest. But don’t ever think of yourself as truly helpless, my boy.”


“Y-yes, sir.”


As they rode through the city streets, people looked out of windows and doorways with mild curiosity. A pack of children came scampering out of an alley and tried to keep pace with them for a little while, shouting and waving at the soldiers. Captain Leoni smiled good-naturedly and instructed one of his men to throw a few coins. The children shouted with glee as they stopped to wrestle over the coins that bounced across the cobblestones.


Peasants that actually appreciated their imperial protectors? Sebastian thought it a welcome change after dealing with the ungrateful bumpkins back in Gogoleth.


Ungrateful bumpkins? The thought jarred Sebastian with its harshness. That wasn’t how he really saw the simple farmers and laborers he’d grown up around. It was more like something Vittorio would have said.


He glanced back at the commander, who stared ominously at the back of Leoni’s head as though he did not even see the bustling city around him. Sebastian still vividly recalled the night of the Ascendance, when Vittorio had looked into the night sky with glistening eyes as he’d spoken of his longing to once again see his beloved Magna Alto. Yet now his own wrath seemed to have blinded him to the very thing he’d so desired to see. If he was to be punished for his crimes, Sebastian thought the least the man could do was enjoy its meager rewards. But no. Vittorio seemed to have succumbed to his own seething, impotent rage. For the first time, Sebastian felt a stirring of pity for the man.


They followed the spiraling main road up the mountain toward the palace. Sebastian noted that the closer they got, the brighter and more luxurious the homes were. Toward the bottom, the buildings had been mostly stone and mortar with slate shingle roofs. They had been small and packed in tightly. Neat and well kept, but not ostentatious in any way. As they progressed along Ascendant Way, the structures became larger, more spread out, and made of brick, sometimes with plaster facades painted in bright colors. Then, as they neared the palace, the buildings became more like estates, each as large as Roskosh Manor, with copper roofs turned green from age, and surrounded by sweeping lush gardens dotted with colorful flowers.


“The Silver Ring is always a feast for the eyes in spring,” said Zaniolo.


“The Silver Ring?” asked Sebastian.


“This neighborhood,” said Zaniolo. “Only the most prestigious citizens of the empire live here.”


“The nobles?”


Zaniolo shrugged. “Nobility means something different in Aureum.”


Sebastian’s mother gave him a curious look. “Oh?”


“Aureum was once a republic,” said Zaniolo. “The idea of a noble class is a relatively recent concept installed by the first emperor, Alessandro Morante, near the end of his life. Titles were generally given as rewards to those who had served him in some exceptional way. And they could be taken away just as easily if that person failed him. It’s a tradition that has continued to this day.” He looked at Sebastian and frowned thoughtfully. “You know, it’s possible that your father was given a title by the empress after winning the Winter War. Perhaps a count, or a duke.”


“Really?” asked Sebastian.


“He never mentioned it,” said his mother. “But he’d never been particularly impressed by titles. Least of all, his own.”


“Since he married you, was he given the title of Lord Portinari of Izmoroz?” asked Zaniolo.


Sebastian’s mother shook her head. “Nobility in Izmoroz is only by blood. When he is of age, Sebastian will be the first lord of our family estates since his grandfather perished after the war.”


“I thought my grandfather perished during the war,” said Sebastian.


“No, it was shortly after.”


“What—”


“But that is a topic for another time,” she told him firmly.


Sebastian gave a reluctant nod. He still didn’t know what had become of his grandparents or his aunt, all of whom had died before he was born. And he knew nothing of his father’s parents or siblings. It was entirely possible he had relatives in this very city. The only family he’d ever known was his parents and sister.


He frowned. “Will Sonya be Lady Portinari someday?”


“Assuming she outlives me,” replied his mother.


“Hardly a foregone conclusion, given the powerful enemies she’s managed to collect,” said Zaniolo.


“Will the empress retake Izmoroz soon?” asked Sebastian.


“It depends on how well the war is going in Kante. My last information on that matter is months old at this point.” He looked at Leoni. “Perhaps the captain has more current news.”


Leoni returned his look but did not respond.


Zaniolo winced, as if the silence itself was a reply. “I see.”


“Is it not going well?” asked Sebastian.


“It’s a rare soldier who can resist bragging about a recent victory. But none care to speak of defeats. Unfortunately for some . . .” Zaniolo turned around in his saddle to look back at Vittorio. “That might put the empress in a less benevolent frame of mind when meting out punishment.”


At last they reached the golden walls of the palace. Now that he was able to look more closely, they were not solid gold as they’d seemed from a distance, but made of marble with a great deal of gold inlay. As with the outer gate, the palace gate opened immediately for them and they clattered into the courtyard beyond.


Captain Leoni commanded his men to form up around Sebastian and his companions, and they all dismounted. Except Vittorio. The ex-commander still sat on his horse, his eyes wide and unblinking as he stared at the palace before them as if only now realizing where he was. His jaw muscles twitched spastically and he seemed unaware that everyone else had come down from their horses.


“Sir.” One of the soldiers reached up and tapped his arm with what Sebastian thought was a great deal of respect, considering the circumstances.


But Vittorio’s eyes narrowed to slits and he glared balefully down at the soldier.


“Unhand me!” he snarled.


Surprised by the sudden outburst, the soldier went immediately for his saber.


“At ease.” Leoni’s voice was like cold steel as he walked over to them.


Vittorio shifted his scowl to the captain, and Sebastian couldn’t help feeling a twinge of embarrassment for his old mentor. His ire was almost childish, like a toddler about to throw a tantrum. But Leoni regarded him with cool disdain.


“If you prefer, Franko, I can have you brought before the empress in chains.”


The two men stood there for a moment, then Vittorio sucked at his teeth and began to dismount. “There is no need for threats. I merely object to being manhandled. I will obey all that you command.”


“Wonderful,” Leoni said dryly.


He selected a few men to accompany them, perhaps on account of Vittorio’s belligerence, then dismissed the rest to care for their mounts.


“Please follow me,” he said, then led them across the courtyard and into the palace proper.
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Sebastian recalled that first time he entered Roskosh Manor. He had felt awed, perhaps even daunted by its opulence. The lush rugs, the sensuous oil paintings, the gilded frame mirrors, and the profusion of oil lamps had made it immediately clear that he was somewhere special.


But to compare Roskosh Manor to the imperial palace of Magna Alto would be like comparing a child’s scribble to a great work of art. Lady Prozorova had no doubt made a valiant effort, but any attempts to achieve the sort of splendor Sebastian saw now would have been doomed from the start. Her heavy rugs and coarse oil paintings would have seemed as odious in these glorious halls as piles of dung.


The polished marble floors of the palace gleamed with inlaid gold. Some walls, and even parts of the ceiling, were covered in intricate stained glass that allowed the generous Aureumian sunlight to cascade into the space like the gentle fingers of God Himself. The sections not taken by windows were painted with vast delicate frescoes. There was so much color and life everywhere Sebastian looked that his heart began to ease. He found it difficult to imagine that anything truly terrible could take place amid such magnificence.


But when he glanced back at Vittorio, his worry returned. The ex-commander walked at the same even pace as everyone else, but there was now something wild in his eyes. It reminded Sebastian disconcertingly of his sister’s expression when she’d been in the heat of battle in Gogoleth. There was an almost feral desperation about him. Fight or flight. There was little hope of flight now, of course. But what about fight? Vittorio had professed his love for the empress many times, but Sebastian knew from experience that love could transform into hate when one felt betrayed. It was difficult to imagine, but might he attempt to attack the empress once they stood before her? Could the stress of their current circumstances make him that unstable?


Sebastian glanced over at Zaniolo, but the general did not seem the least bit worried. In fact, there was an eagerness in his expression, as though he greatly looked forward to what would come next. Did he think that Vittorio deserved whatever harsh fate lay in store for him? Once again, it felt disloyal to contemplate such things. And yet, when Sebastian thought about it, he realized that a soldier’s loyalty should ultimately be to the empress, not a commander, regardless of past circumstances.


Captain Leoni led them through winding passages until they reached a set of closed double doors guarded by two soldiers, who immediately opened the way.


“We are eagerly expected,” murmured Zaniolo.


A long rectangular room lay beyond lined on either side with marble columns. The wall at the far end contained a massive stained glass window that appeared to depict the story of the Ascendance, when Emperor Alessandro was rescued from the treacherous senators by God. Within the image, the emperor, dressed in a white robe, looked serene while a giant hand lifted him up into the heavens. Far below, dressed in black robes, the senators shook their fists and seemed to shout in silent fury while flames curled around their feet.


The sunlight through this glass tableau shone down on the throne and illuminated Caterina Morante the First, Empress of Aureum. She looked to be about Commander Vittorio’s age, with hair as dark as Sonya’s, but streaked in gray and pulled back into a tight braid that allowed a few tresses to lay artfully across her shoulders. Her gown was white and gold brocade, with ruffled sleeves that stopped midway down her arms. Her olive complexion was similar to his own, and her eyes were a warm brown. Her posture was erect, almost stiff, but there was a startlingly amused expression on her full red lips, and one of her sculpted black brows was raised in a playful arch.


Behind the empress was a line of soldiers in burnished gold-plated chest armor and helmets, with long red capes draped over one shoulder. They wore jewel-encrusted sabers at their hip, and fixed to one arm was a small golden shield with the falcon crest of the empress. Sebastian thought it likely that these were the imperial honor guard. Merely looking at them set Sebastian’s mind more at ease. Even if Vittorio went into an uncontrollable rage, there was little he could do against such a formidable group of soldiers.


Captain Leoni led them slowly and with great solemnity toward the empress and her honor guard. But his gravity seemed at odds with the empress’s obvious amusement. Perhaps Sebastian’s first impression had been correct after all, and nothing truly terrible could happen in such a beautiful setting.


Once they stood before the empress, Leoni dropped to one knee. The rest followed suit, except Sebastian’s mother, who gave a deep curtsy.


“Your Majesty,” said Leoni. “I have returned with Franko Vittorio, former commander of the imperial garrison in Izmoroz, and his company, as requested.”


“Please rise.” The empress’s voice had a rich, velvety quality to it.


They all stood immediately.


“Captain Leoni,” she continued. “As always, I am grateful for the stalwart and thorough service rendered to me by the Forty-Sixth Imperial Cavalry. It is a comfort to know I can always count on you and your men to fulfill my wishes exactly.”


Leoni gave a sharp salute. “It is my privilege to serve, Your Majesty!”


The empress’s eyes locked on Sebastian in a way that made him slightly uncomfortable, though he could not say why. While her words sounded formal, her expression remained playful and amused.


“I have no doubt that you are Sebastian Turgenev Portinari, son of Giovanni Portinari. Dressed as you are in imperial uniform, you seem the very image of your father as a young man.”


“You honor me, Your Majesty.” Sebastian wasn’t sure if he was even still a captain of the imperial army. But he decided it was better safe than sorry and saluted.


The empress turned to Sebastian’s mother. “And this handsome woman must be Giovanni’s widow, Lady Irina Turgenev. I see he was able to find the true beauty of the northern lands.”


Sebastian’s mother curtsied deeply again. “You are most gracious, Your Majesty.”


“You have my condolences for the loss of your husband. Know that I too grieved, as did the whole empire with me. Though retired, the premature death of one of the greatest military minds of our age was truly a tragedy.”


Premature? wondered Sebastian. Hadn’t the empress ordered his father’s death?


As if in answer to his question, the empress’s gaze shifted to Vittorio, and all her amusement and playfulness vanished. Her voice took on a hard edge as she spoke to him.


“I believe that was the first of your many transgressions since assuming command in Izmoroz, Franko.”


Sebastian had been so transfixed by the empress that he hadn’t paid any attention to Vittorio. So he was startled when his former commander groaned like a wounded beast and fell to his hands and knees. His expression still held a desperate energy, but the wrath had been replaced with agony, as if the reprimand from the empress caused him physical pain.


“I beg your forgiveness, Your Majesty! I know I have no right, but I throw myself upon your mercy. Please, give me one more chance! Please!”


Sebastian stared at Vittorio as he groveled on the cold marble floor. In all the time he’d known him, he’d never seen such self-demeaning behavior. The man he had once considered the very pinnacle of manly grace was now behaving like a spoiled child who’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.


And what did the empress mean by the first of his many transgressions?


Empress Caterina watched him grovel for several moments in silence, her face unreadable.


At last she spoke. “These theatrical acts of contrition may have worked on me in the past, Franko, but no longer.”


Then her expression curled into distaste.


“Antonio, make the dog stand on his hind legs, please.”


“At once, Your Majesty!” One of the honor guard came forward and roughly yanked Vittorio to his feet.


The ex-commander stared at the empress with wide, pleading eyes. He truly did look like a contrite puppy.


“Franko, enough.” The empress seemed barely able to look at him. “The more allowances I make, the worse you become. I simply cannot give you any more chances. First, you killed Commander Portinari without my authorization.”


“What?”


Sebastian knew he had promised Zaniolo that he’d only speak when spoken to, but the exclamation slipped out before he could stop himself.


The empress turned to him and her expression softened. “Did you think I would order the death of one of the greatest living heroes of the empire? Is that what he told you?”


“Y-yes, Your Majesty.”


Her expression darkened. “I see. And I suppose he also neglected to mention that after I learned of the tragedy, I commanded that you and your family be brought immediately to Magna Alto. Is that so?”


Sebastian once more felt the stirring of guilt at betraying his former mentor—but no. What loyalty should he feel to the man who lied about his own culpability in his father’s death? What else had his supposed mentor lied about?


So with new resolve, Sebastian said, “That is correct, Your Majesty. He told me I had been ordered to stay in Izmoroz and fight off the Uaine invaders.”


The empress’s baleful expression turned back to Vittorio, who was still held in Antonio’s grip.


“So you not only ignored my orders, but contradicted them. You were just going to throw Giovanni’s sixteen-year-old son at the Uaine?”


Vittorio cringed. “Please, Your Majesty, I am a fool, a weak, pathetic—”


“Silence. I have not finished listing the new crimes we may now add to your already long list of transgressions. You will hear them all.”


“Yes, Your Majesty.” There was a hollow misery now etched into Vittorio’s expression.


“I have also been informed that you beat several subordinate officers nearly to death without provocation. And of course, you not only failed your mandate to maintain peaceful rule in Izmoroz, but lost it to the Uaine Empire. Now, thanks to your incompetence, a horde of leering undead are practically at our doorstep. What’s more, word of the success of the Izmorozian insurgency is spreading to other territories, which might well incite further unrest elsewhere. All of this you have done after I so generously gave you the chance to make amends for your atrociously poor judgment as captain of my honor guard when you killed a valued subject of mine in one of your childish fits of rage!”


She paused for a moment to collect herself, during which time Vittorio remained silent, his eyes staring unseeingly at the floor.


The empress’s expression softened slightly. “Even after all your misdeeds and failures, Franko, if you had simply fled to Victasha or braved the Ocean of Loss, I would not have pursued you. Instead you knowingly broke your banishment and returned to Aureum because you had the arrogance to believe you could still wheedle your way back into my heart.”


“My empress . . . ,” he moaned.


She shook her head sadly. “I was fond of you once, Franko. But you have squandered that affection so profoundly that there is nothing left of it.”


“Please, Your Majesty!” He tried to step forward, but Antonio gripped his arm, preventing him getting any closer. “Everything I do is out of love for you.”


“The only thing you love is yourself,” she told him.


He continued to strain against Antonio’s grip as he spoke. “No, Caterina! I swear I love you more than life itself! I would do anything for you! I worship you! God knows that I speak the truth!”


The empress came suddenly to her feet, her expression furious. “How dare you blaspheme!”


“It is no blasphemy, Your Majesty!” cried Vittorio. “I swear to God that my whole life has been dedicated to you!”


“Is that so?” Her expression cooled as she continued to look at him. “I had other punishments in mind, but since you insist that God be your witness, we will let God be your judge. Tomorrow at dawn, you will be flung from the highest tower in Magna Alto. Perhaps God will save you, just as he did my great-grandfather.”


Vittorio stared at her, his mouth working but no sound coming out. Clearly he had not expected a death sentence.


She turned her back on him. “Take him away.”


Antonio pulled him toward the doors, and he stumbled along, looking numb.


The empress looked at Zaniolo, as if seeing him for the first time. Her expression and tone became brisk and businesslike. “General, I expect a thorough debriefing on the debacle in Izmoroz within the hour.”


Zaniolo bowed smoothly. “Of course, Your Majesty.”


“You!” Vittorio was nearly to the exit, but stopped short, his face twisted into the purple fury Sebastian had seen at the battle at Sestra River. He struggled against Antonio’s grasp as he shouted at Zaniolo. “Traitor! Rat! You were spying on me the whole time?”


Zaniolo gave one of those inscrutable smiles. “Now, now, Franko. Surely you didn’t think Her Majesty would give you command of even such a minor territory as Izmoroz without some supervision. Not after your history. If so, you were an even bigger fool than I thought.”


Vittorio bellowed with incoherent rage and became so frantic, a second honor guard had to assist Antonio in dragging him out of the room.
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