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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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I



THE GOLD FLAN WAS FLAT AND ROUND, ABOUT AS WIDE AS Krispos’ thumb—a blank surface, about to become a coin. Krispos passed it to the mintmaster, who in turn carefully set it on the lower die of the press. “All ready, your Majesty,” he said. “Pull this lever here, hard as you can.”


Your Majesty. Krispos hid a smile. He’d been Avtokrator of the Videssians for only eight days, and still was far from used to hearing his new title in everyone’s mouth.


He pulled the lever. The upper die came down hard on the flan, whose soft gold was squeezed and reshaped between it and the one beneath.


The mintmaster said, “Now if you please, your Majesty, just ease back there so the die lifts again.” He waited until Krispos obeyed, then took out the newly struck goldpiece and examined it. “Excellent! Had you no other duties, your Majesty, you would be welcome to work for me.” After laughing at his own joke, he handed Krispos the coin. “Here, your Majesty, the very first goldpiece of your reign.”


Krispos held the coin in the palm of his hand. The obverse was uppermost: an image of Phos, stern in judgment. The good god had graced Videssos’ coinage for centuries. Krispos turned the goldpiece over. His own face looked back at him, neatly bearded, a bit longer than most, nose high and proud. Yes, his image, wearing the domed imperial crown. A legend ran around his portrait, in letters tiny but perfect: KRISPOS AVTOKRATOR.


He shook his head. Seeing the goldpiece brought home once more that he was Emperor. He said, “Thank your die-maker for me, excellent sir. To cut the die so fast, and to have the image look like me—he did splendidly.”


“I’ll tell him what you’ve said, your Majesty. I’m sure he’ll be pleased. We’ve had to work in a hurry here before, when one Avtokrator replaced another rather suddenly, so we, ah—”


The mintmaster found an abrupt, urgent reason to stare at the coin press. He knew he’d said too much, Krispos thought. Krispos’ own ancestry was not remotely imperial; he’d grown to manhood on a peasant holding near Videssos’ northern frontier—and spent several years north of that frontier, as a serf toiling for the nomads of Kubrat.


But after a cholera outbreak killed most of his family, he’d abandoned his village for Videssos the city, the great imperial capital. Here he’d risen by strength and guile to the post of vestiarios—chamberlain—to the Emperor Anthimos III. Anthimos had cared for pleasure more than for ruling; when Krispos sought to remind him of his duties, Anthimos tried to slay him by sorcery. He’d slain himself instead, with a bungled spell … And so, Krispos thought, my face goes on goldpieces now.


“We’re cutting more dies every day, both for this mint and those out in the provinces,” the mintmaster said, changing the subject. “Soon everyone will have the chance to know you through your coins, your Majesty.”


Krispos nodded. “Good. That’s as it should be.” He’d been a youth, he remembered, when he first saw Anthimos’ face on a goldpiece.


“I’m glad you’re pleased, your Majesty.” The mintmaster bowed. “May your reign be long and happy, sir, and may our artisans design many more coins for you.”


“My thanks.” Krispos had to stop himself from bowing in return, as he would have before the crown came to him. A bow from the Avtokrator would not have delighted the mintmaster; it would have frightened him out of his wits. As Krispos left the mint, he had to hold up a hand to keep all the workers from stopping their jobs to prostrate themselves before him. He was just learning how stifling imperial ceremony could be for the Emperor.


A squad of Halogai stood outside the mint. The imperial guardsmen swung up their axes in salute as Krispos emerged. Their captain held his horse’s head to help him mount. The big blond northerner was red-faced and sweating on what seemed to Krispos no more than a moderately warm day; few of the fierce mercenaries took Videssos’ summer heat well.


“Where to now, Majesty?” the officer asked.


Krispos glanced down at a sheet of parchment on which he’d scrawled a list of the things he had to do this morning. He’d had to do so much so fast since becoming Avtokrator that he’d given up trying to keep it all in his head. “To the patriarchal mansion, Thvari,” he said. “I have to consult with Gnatios—again.”


The guardsmen formed up around Krispos’ big bay gelding. He touched the horse’s flanks with his heels, twitched the reins. “Come on, Progress,” he said. The imperial stables held many finer animals; Anthimos had fancied good horseflesh. But Progress had belonged to Krispos before he became Emperor, and that made the beast special.


When the Halogai reached the edge of the palace quarter and came to the plaza of Palamas, they menacingly raised their axes and shouted, “Way! Way for the Avtokrator of the Videssians!” As if by magic, a lane through the crowded square opened for them. That was an imperial perquisite Krispos enjoyed. Without it, he might have spent most of an hour getting to the other side of the plaza—he had, often enough. Half the people in the world, he sometimes thought, used the plaza of Palamas to try to sell things to the other half.


Though the presence of the Emperor—and the cold-eyed Halogai—inhibited hucksters and hagglers, the din was still dreadful. He rubbed an ear in relief as it faded behind him.


The Halogai tramped east down Middle Street, Videssos the city’s chief thoroughfare. The Videssians loved spectacle. They stopped and stared and pointed and made rude remarks, as if Krispos could not see or hear them. Of course, he realized wryly, he was so new an Avtokrator as to be interesting for novelty’s sake, if nothing else.


He and his guards turned north toward the High Temple, the grandest shrine to Phos in all the Empire. The patriarch’s home stood close by. When it came into view, Krispos braced himself for another encounter with Gnatios.


The meeting began smoothly. The ecumenical patriarch’s aide, a lesser priest named Badourios, met Krispos at the mansion door and escorted him to Gnatios’ study. The patriarch sprang from his chair, then went to his knees and then to his belly in full proskynesis—so full, indeed, that Krispos wondered, as he often did with Gnatios, if he was being subtly mocked.


Though his shaven pate and bushy beard marked him as a cleric, they did not rob the patriarch of his individuality, as often happened with priests. Krispos always thought of him as foxlike, for he was clever, elegant, and devious, all at the same time. Had he been an ally, he would have been a mighty one. He was not an ally; Anthimos had been a cousin of his.


Krispos waited for Gnatios to rise from his prostration, then settled into a chair across the desk from the patriarch. He motioned Gnatios to sit and plunged in without preamble. “I hope, most holy sir, you’ve seen fit to reverse yourself on the matter we discussed yesterday.”


“Your Majesty, I am still engaged in a search of Phos’ holy scriptures and of canon law.” Gnatios waved to the scrolls and codices piled high in front of him. “But I regret to say that as yet I have failed to find justification for performing the ceremony of marriage to join together you and the Empress Dara. Not only is her widowhood from his late Majesty the Avtokrator Anthimos extremely recent, but there is also the matter of your involvement in Anthimos’ death.”


Krispos drew in a long, angry breath. “Now see here, most holy sir, I did not slay Anthimos. I have sworn that again and again by the lord of the great and good mind, and sworn it truthfully.” To emphasize his words, his hand moved in a quick circle over his heart, the symbol of Phos’ sun. “May Skotos drag me down to the eternal ice if I lie.”


“I do not doubt you, your Majesty,” Gnatios said smoothly, also making the sun-sign. “Yet the fact remains, had you not been present when Anthimos died, he would still be among men today.”


“Aye, so he would—and I would be dead. If he’d finished his spell at leisure, it would have closed on me instead of him. Where in Phos’ holy scriptures does it say a man may not save his own life?”


“Nowhere,” the patriarch answered at once. “I never claimed that. Yet a man may not hope to escape the ice if he takes to wife the widow of one he has slain, and by your own statements you were in some measure a cause of Anthimos’ death. Thus my continued evaluation of your degree of responsibility for it, as measured against the strictures of canon law. When I have made my determination, I assure you I shall inform you immediately.”


“Most holy sir, by your own statements there can be honest doubt about this—men can decide either way. If you find against me, I am sure I can discover another cleric to wear the patriarch’s blue boots and decide for me. Do you understand?”


“Oh, indeed, painfully well,” Gnatios said, putting a wry arch to one eyebrow.


“I’m sorry to be so blunt,” Krispos said, “But it strikes me your delays have more to do with hindering me than with Phos’ sacred words. I will not sit still for that. I told you the night you crowned me that I was going to be Emperor of all Videssos, including the temples. If you stand in my way, I will replace you.”


“Your Majesty, I assure you this delay is unintentional,” Gnatios said. He gestured once more to the stacks of volumes on his desk. “For all you say, your case is difficult and abstruse. By the good god, I promise to have a decision within two weeks’ time. After you hear it, you may do with me as you will. Such is the privilege of Avtokrators.” The patriarch bowed his head in resignation.


“Two weeks?” Krispos stroked his beard as he considered. “Very well, most holy sir. I trust you to use them wisely.”


“Two weeks?” Dara gave her head a decisive shake. “No, that won’t do. It gives Gnatios altogether too much time. Let him have three days to play with his scrolls if he must, but no more than that. Tomorrow would be better.”


As he often had, Krispos wondered how Dara fit so much stubbornness into such a small frame. The crown of her head barely reached his shoulder, but once she made up her mind she was more immovable than the hugest Haloga. Now he placatingly spread his hands. “I was just pleased I got him to agree to decide within any set limit. And in the end I think he’ll decide for us—he likes being patriarch and he knows I’ll cast him from his throne if he tells us we may not wed. That amount of time we can afford.”


“No,” Dara said, even more firmly than before. “I grudge him every grain of sand in the glass. If he’s going to find for us, he doesn’t need weeks to do it.”


“But why?” Krispos asked. “Since I’ve already agreed to this, I can’t change my mind without good reason, not unless I want him preaching against me in the High Temple as soon as I leave him.”


“I’ll give you a good reason,” Dara said: “I’m with child.”


“You’re—” Krispos stared at her, his mouth falling open. Then he asked the same foolish question almost every man asks his woman when she gives him that news: “Are you sure?”


Dara’s lips quirked. “I’m sure enough. Not only have my courses failed to come, but when I went to the privy this morning, the stench made me lose my breakfast.”


“You’re with child, all right,” Krispos agreed. “Wonderful!” He took her in his arms, running a hand through her thick black hair. Then he had another thought. It was not suited for the moment, but passed his lips before he could hold it back: “Is it mine?”


He felt her stiffen. The question, unfortunately, was neither idle nor, save in its timing, cruel. Dara had been his lover, aye, but she’d also been Anthimos’ Empress. And Anthimos had not been immune to the pleasures of the flesh—far from it.


When at last she looked up at him, her dark eyes were troubled. “I think it’s yours,” she said slowly. “I wish I could say I was certain, but I can’t, not really. You’d know I was lying.”


Krispos thought back to the time before he’d seized the throne; as vestiarios, he’d had the bedchamber next to the one Dara and Anthimos had shared. The Emperor had gone carousing and reveling many nights, but not all. Krispos sighed, stepping back and wishing life did not give him ambiguity where he most wanted to be sure.


He watched Dara’s eyes narrow and her mouth thin in calculation. “Can you afford to disown a child of mine, no matter who it looks like in the end?” she asked.


“I just asked myself the same question,” he said, respect in his voice. Nothing was wrong with Dara’s wits, and just as Gnatios liked being patriarch, she liked being Empress. She needed Krispos for that, but he knew he also needed her—because she was Anthimos’ widow, she helped confer legitimacy on him by connecting him to the old imperial house. He sighed again. “No, I don’t suppose I can.”


“By the good god, Krispos, I hope it’s yours, and I think it is,” Dara said earnestly. “After all, I was Anthimos’ Empress for years without quickening. I never knew him to get bastards on any of his tarts, either, and he had enough of them. I have to wonder at the strength of his seed.”


“That’s so,” Krispos said. He felt relieved, but not completely. Phos he took on faith. His years in Videssos the city had taught him the danger of similar faith in anything merely human. Yet even if the child was not his by blood, he could set his mark on it. “If it’s a boy, we’ll name him Phostis, for my father.”


Dara considered, nodded. “It’s a good name.” She touched Krispos’ arm. “But you do see the need for haste, not so? The sooner we’re wed, the better; others can count months as well as we can. A babe a few weeks early will set no tongues wagging. Much more, though, especially if the child is big and robust—”


“Aye, you’re right,” Krispos said. “I’ll speak to Gnatios. If he doesn’t like being hurried, too bad. It’s just deserts for surprising me and making me speak unprepared when he was crowning me. By the good god, I know he was hoping I’d flub.”


“Just deserts for that piece of effrontery would be some time in the prisons under the government office buildings on Middle Street,” Dara said. “I’ve thought so ever since you first told me of it.”


“It may come to that, if he says me nay here,” Krispos answered. “I know he’d sooner see Petronas come out of the monastery and take the throne than have me on it. Being Anthimos’ cousin means he’s Anthimos’ uncle’s cousin, too.”


“He’s not your cousin, that’s for certain,” Dara said grimly. “You ought to have your own man as patriarch, Krispos. One who’s against you can cause you endless grief.”


“I know. If Gnatios does tell me no, it’ll give me the excuse I need to get rid of him. Trouble is, if I do, I’d likely have to replace him with Pyrrhos the abbot.”


“He’d be loyal,” Dara said.


“So he would.” Krispos spoke without enthusiasm. Pyrrhos was earnest and able. He was also pious, fanatically so. He was a far better friend to Krispos than Gnatios ever would be, and far less comfortable to live with.


Dara said, “Now I hope Gnatios does stand up on his hind legs against you, if you truly mean to slap him down for it.”


All at once, Krispos was tired of worrying about Gnatios and what he might do. Instead he thought of the child Dara would have—his child, he told himself firmly. He stepped forward to take her in his arms again. She squeaked in surprise as he bent his head to kiss her, but her lips were eager against his. The kiss went on and on.


When at last they separated, Krispos said, “Shall we go to the bedchamber?”


“What, in the afternoon? We’d scandalize the servants.”


“Oh, nonsense,” Krispos said. After Anthimos’ antic reign, nothing save perhaps celibacy could scandalize the palace servants, though he did not say so aloud. “Besides, I have my reasons.”


“Name two,” Dara said, mischief in her voice.


“All right. For one, if you are pregnant, you’re apt to lose interest for a while, so I’d best get while the getting’s good, as they say. And for another, I’ve always wanted to make love with you with the sun shining in on us. That’s one thing we never dared do before.”


She smiled. “A nice mix of the practical and the romantic. Well, why not?”


They walked down the hall hand in hand. If maidservants or eunuch chamberlains gave them odd looks, neither one noticed.


Barsymes bowed to Krispos. “The patriarch is here, your Majesty,” the eunuch vestiarios announced in his not-quite-tenor, not-quite-alto voice. He did not sound impressed. Few things impressed Barsymes.


“Thank you, esteemed sir,” Krispos answered; palace eunuchs had their own honorifics, different from those of the nobility. “Show him in.”


Gnatios prostrated himself as he entered the chamber where Krispos had been wrestling with tax documents. “Your Majesty,” he murmured.


“Rise, most holy sir, rise by all means,” Krispos said expansively. “Please be seated; make yourself comfortable. Shall I send for wine and cakes?” He waited for Gnatios’ nod, then waved to Barsymes to fetch the refreshments.


When the patriarch had eaten and drunk, Krispos proceeded to business. “Most holy sir, I regret summoning you so soon after I promised you would have your two weeks, but I must seek your ruling on whether Dara and I may lawfully wed.”


He had expected Gnatios to splutter and protest, but the patriarch beamed at him. “What a pleasant coincidence, your Majesty. I was going to send you a message later in the day, for I have indeed reached my decision.”


“And?” Krispos said. If Gnatios thought this affable front would make a rejection more palatable, Krispos thought, he was going to get a rude awakening.


But the ecumenical patriarch’s smile only grew broader. “I am delighted to be able to inform you, your Majesty, that I find no canonical impediments to your proposed union with the Empress. You may perhaps hear gossip at the haste of the match, but that has nothing to do with its permissibility under ecclesiastical law.”


“Really?” Krispos said in glad surprise. “Well, I’m delighted to hear you say so, most holy sir.” He got up and poured more wine for the two of them with his own hands.


“I am pleased to be able to serve you with honor in this matter, your Majesty,” Gnatios answered. He lifted his cup. “Your very good health.”


“And yours.” Avtokrator and patriarch drank together. Then Krispos said, “From what you’ve just told me, I don’t suppose you’d mind celebrating the wedding yourself.” If Gnatios was just going along for the sake of going along, Krispos thought, he ought to balk or at least hesitate.


But he replied at once, “It would be my privilege, your Majesty. Merely name the day. From your urgency, I suppose you will want it to come as soon as possible.”


“Yes,” Krispos said, still a bit taken aback at this whole-hearted cooperation. “Will you be able to make everything ready in—hmm—ten days’ time?”


The patriarch’s lips moved. “A couple of days after the full moon? I am your servant.” He inclined his head to the Emperor.


“Splendid,” Krispos said. When he rose this time, it was a sign Gnatios’ audience was done. The patriarch did not miss the signal. He bowed himself out. Barsymes took charge of him and escorted him from the imperial residence.


Krispos gave his attention back to the cadasters. He smiled a little as he took up his stylus to scrawl a note on a waxed tablet. That had been easier than he’d figured it would be, he thought with a twinge of contempt for Gnatios. The patriarch seemed willing to pay whatever price he had to in order to keep his position. A firm line with him would get Krispos anything he required.


Nice to have one worry settled, he thought, and went on to the next tax register.


“Don’t worry, your Majesty. We have plenty of time yet,” Mavros said.


Krispos looked at his foster brother with mixed gratitude and exasperation. “Nice to hear someone say so, by the good god. All of Dara’s seamstresses are having kittens, wailing that they’ll never be able to have her dress ready on the day. And if they’re having kittens, the mintmaster is having bears—big bears, with teeth. He says I can send him to Prista if I like, but that still won’t get me enough goldpieces with my face on them to use for largess.”


“Prista, he?” Amusement danced in Mavros’ eyes. “Then he probably means it.” The lonely outpost on the northern shore of the Videssian Sea housed the Empire’s most incorrigible exiles. Few people went there willingly.


“I don’t care if he means it,” Krispos snapped. “I need to have that gold to pass out to the people. We grabbed power too quickly the night I was crowned. This is my next good chance. If I don’t do it now, the city folk will think I’m mean, and I’ll have no end of trouble from them.”


“I daresay you’re right,” Mavros said, “but does it all have to be your gold? Aye, that would be nice, but you hold the treasury as well as the mint. So long as the coin is good, no one who gets it will care whose face it bears.”


“Something to that,” Krispos said after a moment’s thought. “The mintmaster will be pleased. Tanilis would be, too, to hear you; you’re your mother’s son after all.”


“I’ll take that for a compliment,” Mavros said.


“You’d better. I meant it for one.” Krispos had nothing but admiration for Mavros’ mother. Tanilis was one of the wealthiest nobles of the eastern town of Opsikion, and seer and mage, as well. She’d foretold Krispos’ rise, helped him with money and good advice, and fostered Mavros to him. Though she was a decade older than Krispos, they’d also been lovers for half a year, until he had to return to Videssos the city—Mavros did not know about that. She was still the standard by which Krispos measured women, including Dara—Dara did not know about that.


Barsymes politely tapped at the open door of the chamber where Krispos and Mavros were talking. “Your Majesty, eminent sir, your presence is required for another rehearsal of assembling for the wedding procession.” In matters of ceremony, the vestiarios ordered the Avtokrator about.


“We’ll be with you shortly, Barsymes,” Krispos promised. Barsymes withdrew, a couple of paces’ length. He did not go away. Krispos turned back to Mavros. “I think I’ll use the wedding to declare you Sevastos.”


“You will? Me?” Mavros was in his mid-twenties, a few years younger than Krispos, and had a more openly excitable temperament. Now he could not keep his surprised delight from showing. “When did you decide to do that?”


“I’ve been thinking about it ever since this crown landed on my head. You act as my chief minister, so you should have the title that says what you do. And the wedding will be a good public occasion to give it to you.”


Mavros bowed. “One of these days,” he said slyly, “you ought to tell your face what you’re thinking, so it’ll know, too.”


“Oh, go howl,” Krispos said. “Naming you Sevastos will also make you rich, even apart from what you stand to inherit. It’ll also set you up as my heir if I die without one.” As he said that, he wondered again whether Dara’s child was his. He suspected—he feared—he would keep on wondering until the baby came, and perhaps for years afterward as well.


“I see that, since you’re Emperor, you don’t have to listen to people anymore,” Mavros said. Realizing he hadn’t been listening and had missed something, Krispos felt himself flush. With the air of someone doing an unworthy subject a great favor, Mavros repeated himself. “I said that if you die without an heir, it will likely mean you’ve lost a civil war, in which case I’ll be a head shorter myself and in no great position to assume the throne.”


In his breezy way, Mavros had probably hit truth there, Krispos thought. He said, “If you don’t want the honor, I could bestow it on Iakovitzes.”


They both laughed. Mavros said, “I’ll take it, then, just to save you from that. With his gift for getting people furious at him, you’d lose any civil war where he was on your side, because no one else would be.” Then, as if afraid Krispos might take him seriously, he added, “He is in the wedding party, isn’t he?”


“Of course he is,” Krispos answered. “Do you think I want the rough side of his tongue for leaving him out? He gave it to me often enough in the days when I was one of his grooms—and to you, too, I’d bet.”


“Who, me?” Mavros assumed a not altogether convincing expression of innocence.


Before Krispos could reply, Barsymes stepped back into view. Implacably courteous, he said, “Your Majesty, the rehearsal will commence at any moment. Your presence—and yours, eminent sir—” He turned to Mavros. “—would be appreciated.”


“Coming,” Krispos said obediently. He and Mavros followed the vestiarios down the hall.


Barsymes bustled up and down the line, clucking like a hen not sure all her chicks were where they belonged. His long face was set in doleful lines made more than commonly visible by his beardless cheeks. “Please, excellent sirs, eminent sirs, your Majesty, try to remember all we’ve practiced,” he pleaded.


“If the army had its drill down as well as we do, Videssos would rule the bloody world,” Iakovitzes said, rolling his eyes. The noble stroked his graying beard. “Come on, let’s get this nonsense done with, shall we?”


Barsymes took a deep breath and continued as if no one had spoken. “Smooth and steady and stately will most properly awe the people of Videssos the city.”


“Phos coming down from behind the sun with Skotos all tied up in colored string wouldn’t properly awe the people of Videssos the city,” Mavros said, “so what hope have we?”


“Take no notice of any of my comrades,” Krispos told Barsymes, who looked about ready to burst from nerves. “We are in your capable hands.”


The vestiarios sniffed, but eased a little. Then he went from mother hen to drillmaster in one fell swoop. “We begin—now,” he declared. “Forward to the plaza of Palamas.” He marched east from the imperial residence, past lawns and gardens and groves, past the Grand Courtroom, past the Hall of the Nineteen Couches, past the other grand buildings of the palace quarter.


Dara and her companions, Krispos knew, were traversing the quarter by another route. If everything went as planned, his party and hers would meet at the edge of the plaza. It had happened in rehearsals. Barsymes acted convinced it would happen again. To Krispos, his confidence seemed based on sorcery, but so far as he knew, no one had used any.


Magic or not, when his party turned a last corner before the plaza of Palamas, he saw Dara and the noblewomen with her round an outbuilding and come straight toward him. Once they got a few steps closer, he also saw the relief on her face; evidently she’d worried, too, about whether their rendezvous would go as planned.


“You look lovely,” he said as he took her right hand with his left. She smiled up at him. A light breeze played with her hair; like him, she wore no golden crown today. Her gown, though, was of dark gold silk that complemented her olive complexion. Fine lace decorated cuffs and bodice; the gown, cinched tight at the waist, displayed her fine figure.


“Forward!” Barsymes called again, and the newly united wedding party advanced into the plaza. The palace quarter had been empty. The plaza was packed with people. They cheered when they saw Krispos and his companions, and surged toward them. Only twin rows of streamers—and Halogai posted every ten feet or so along them—kept the way open.


Instead of his sword, Krispos wore a large leather sack on the right side of his belt. He reached into it, dug out a handful of goldpieces, and threw them into the crowd. The cheers got louder and more frantic. All his groomsmen were similarly equipped; they also flung largess far and wide. So did a dozen servants, who carried even larger bags of coins.


“Thou conquerest, Krispos!” people shouted. “Many years!” “The Avtokrator!” “Many sons!” “Hurrah for the Empress Dara!” “Happiness!” They also shouted other things: “More money!” “Throw it this way!” “Over here!” And someone yelled, “A joyous year to the Emperor and Empress for each goldpiece I get!”


“What an ingenious combination of flattery and greed,” Iakovitzes said. “I wish I’d thought of it.”


The fellow was close; Krispos saw him waving like a madman. He pulled on a servant’s sleeve. “Give him a hundred goldpieces.”


The man screamed with delight when the servant poured gold first into his hands, then into a pocket that looked hastily sewn onto his robe—he’d come ready for any good that might happen to him. “That was kindly done, Krispos,” Dara said, “but however much we wish it, we won’t have a hundred years.”


“I’ll bet that chap won’t have a hundred goldpieces by the time he gets out of the plaza, either,” Krispos answered. “But may he do well with those he manages to keep, and may we do well with so many years.”


The wedding party pushed out of the plaza of Palamas onto Middle Street. Long colonnades shielded the throngs there from the sun. More servants—these accompanied by an escort of armored Halogai—brought up fresh bags of goldpieces. Krispos dug deep and threw coins as far as he could.


As he had when visiting Gnatios, he turned north off Middle Street with his companions. This time they bypassed the patriarchal mansion with its small dome of red brick for the High Temple close by. Mavros tapped Krispos on the shoulder. “Remember the last time we saw the forecourt here so packed with people?”


“I should hope so,” Krispos said. That had been the day he’d taken the throne, the day Gnatios had set the crown on his head in the doorway to the High Temple.


Dara sighed. “I wish I could have been here to see you crowned.”


“So do I,” Krispos said. They both knew that would not have looked good, though, not when he was replacing the man to whom she’d been wed. Even this ceremony would stir gossip in every tavern and sewing circle in the city. But Dara was right—with a child in her belly, they could not afford to wait.


More Halogai stood on the steps of the High Temple, facing outward to protect Krispos and his comrades as they had when he’d been crowned. At the top of the steps, Gnatios stood waiting. The patriarch looked almost imperially splendid in his blue boots and pearl-encrusted robe of cloth-of-gold and blue. Mere priests in less magnificent raiment swung thuribles on either side of him; Krispos’ nose twitched as he caught a whiff of the sweet smoke that wafted from them.


When he and Dara started to climb the low, broad stairs, he held her hand tightly. He wanted not the slightest risk of her falling, not when she was pregnant. The wedding party followed. Behind them, servants flung the last handfuls of gold coins into the crowd.


Gnatios bowed when Krispos reached the top step but did not prostrate himself. The temple was, after all, his primary domain. Krispos returned the bow, but less deeply, to show he in fact held superior rank even here. Gnatios said, “Allow me to lead you within, your Majesty.” He and his acolytes turned to enter the narthex. The last time Krispos had gone in there, it was for Barsymes to robe him in the coronation regalia.


“A moment,” he said now, holding up a hand.


Gnatios stopped and turned back, a small frown on his face. “Is something wrong?”


“No, not at all. I just want to speak to the people before we go on.”


The ecumenical patriarch’s frown grew deeper. “Your doing so is not a planned part of the ceremony, your Majesty.”


“No, eh? That didn’t bother you when you asked me to speak before you would crown me.” Krispos kept his tone light, but he was sure he was glaring at Gnatios. The patriarch had tried to ruin him then, to make him sound like a bumbler in front of the people of the city, the most critical and fickle audience in the world.


Now Gnatios could only bow in acquiescence. “What pleases the Avtokrator has the force of law,” he murmured.


Krispos looked out to the packed forecourt and held up his hands. “People of Videssos,” he called, then again, “People of Videssos!” Little by little they gave him quiet. He waited until it had grown still enough for everyone to hear. “People of Videssos, this is a happy day for two reasons. Not only am I to be wed today—”


Cheers and applause drowned him out. He smiled and let them run their course. When they were through, he resumed, “Not only that, but today before you all I can also name my new Sevastos.”


The crowd remained quiet, but suddenly the quiet became alert, electric. A new high minister was serious business, the more with a new, as yet little-known, and childless Emperor on the throne. Into that expectant hush, Krispos said, “I give you as Sevastos my foster brother, the noble Mavros.”


“May his Highness be merciful!” the people called, as if with one voice. Krispos blinked; he hadn’t thought there would be a special cry for the proclamation of a Sevastos. He was beginning to suspect Videssian ceremonial had a special cry or ritual for everything.


Grinning enormously, Mavros waved to show himself to the crowd. Krispos nudged him. “Say something,” he whispered.


“Who, me?” Mavros whispered back. At Krispos’ nod, the new Sevastos waved again, this time for quiet. When he got it, or at least enough of it to speak through, he said, “The good god willing, I will do as well in my office as our new Avtokrator does in his. Thank you all.” As the crowd cheered, Mavros lowered his voice and told Krispos, “Now it’s on your shoulders, your Majesty. If you start going astray, I have every excuse to do the same thing.”


“Oh, to the ice with you,” Krispos said. He dipped his head to Gnatios. “Shall we get on with it?”


“Certainly, your Majesty. By all means.” Gnatios’ expression reminded Krispos the delay had not been his idea in the first place. Without another word, he strode into the High Temple.


As Krispos followed him into the narthex, his eyes needed a moment to adjust to the dimmer light. The antechamber was the least splendid portion of the High Temple; it was merely magnificent. On the far wall, a mosaic depicted Phos as a beardless youth, a shepherd guarding his flock against wolves that fled, tails between their legs, back to their dark-robed master Skotos. The evil god’s face was full of chilling hate.


Other mosaics set into the ceiling showed those whom Skotos’ blandishments had seduced. The souls of the lost stood frozen into eternal ice. Demons with outstretched black wings and mouths full of horrid fangs tormented the damned in ingenious ways.


Not an inch of the High Temple was without its ornament. Even the marble lintel of the doorway into the narthex was covered with reliefs. Phos’ sun stood in the center, its rays nourishing a whole forest of broad-toothed pointed leaves that had been carved in intricate repeating interlaced patterns.


Krispos paused to glance over to a spot not far from the doors. There by torchlight Barsymes had invested him with the leggings and kilt, the tunic and cape, and the red boots that were all part of the imperial coronation regalia. The boots had been tight; Anthimos’ feet turned out to be smaller than Krispos’. Krispos was still wearing tight boots, though the cordwainers promised him pairs cut to his measure any day now.


Gnatios took a couple of steps before he noticed Krispos had stopped. The patriarch turned back and asked, “Shall we get on with it?” He did such an exquisite job of keeping irony from his voice that it was all the more ironic for being less so.


Unable to take offense no matter how much he wanted to, Krispos followed Gnatios out of the narthex and into the main chamber of the High Temple. Seated within were the high secular lords and soldiers of Videssos and their ladies, as well as the leading prelates and abbots of the city. They all rose to salute the Avtokrator and patriarch.


The nobles’ rich robes, brightly dyed, shot through with gold and silver thread, and encrusted with gems hardly less glittering than those that adorned the soft flesh and sparkled in the hair of their wives and consorts, would irresistibly have drawn the eye to them in any other setting in the world. Within the High Temple, they did not dominate. They had to struggle to be noticed.


Even the benches from which the lords and ladies rose were works of art in themselves. They were blond oak, waxed to shine almost as brightly as the sun, and inset with ebony and red, red sandalwood; with semiprecious stones; and with mother of pearl that caught and brightened every ray of light.


Indeed, the huge interior of the High Temple seemed awash with light, as was only fitting for a building dedicated to Phos. “Here,” Krispos had read in a chronicle that dealt in part with the raising of the Temple, “the immaterial became material.” Had he seen the phrase in some provincial town far from the capital, he never would have understood it. In Videssos the city, the example lay before him.


Silver foil and gold leaf worked together with the mother of pearl to reflect light softly into every corner of the High Temple, illuminating with an almost shadowless light the moss-agate-faced columns that supported the building’s four wings. Looking down, Krispos could see himself reflected in the polished golden marble of the floor.


More marble, this white as snow, gleamed on the interior walls of the Temple. Together with sheets of turquoise and, low in the east and west, rose quartz and ruddy sardonyx, it reproduced indoors the brilliance and beauty of Phos’ sky.


Viewing the sky led the eye imperceptibly upward, to the twin semidomes where mosaics commemorated holy men who had been great in the service of Phos. And from those semidomes, it was impossible not to look farther yet, up and up and up into the great central dome overhead, from which Phos himself surveyed his worshipers.


The base of the dome was pierced by dozens of windows. Sunlight streamed through them and coruscated off the walls below; the beams seemed to separate the dome from the rest of the Temple below. The first time Krispos saw it, he’d wondered if it really was linked to the building it surmounted or if, as felt more likely, it floated up there by itself, suspended, perhaps, from a chain that led straight up into the heavens.


Down from the heavens, then, through the shifting sunbeams, Phos gazed upon the mere mortals who had gathered in his temple. The Phos portrayed in the dome was no smiling youth. He was mature, bearded, his long face stern and somber, his eyes … The first time Krispos had gone into the High Temple to worship, not long after he came to Videssos the city, he had almost cringed from those eyes. Large and omniscient, they seemed to see straight through him.


That was proper, for the Phos in the dome was judge rather than shepherd. In the long, spidery fingers of his left hand, he held to his chest a bound volume wherein all of good and evil was inscribed. A man could but hope that good outweighed the other. If not, eternity in the ice awaited, for while this Phos was just, Krispos could not imagine him merciful.


The tesserae that surrounded the god’s head and shoulders in the dome were glass filmed with gold, and set at slightly varying angles. Whenever the light shifted, or whenever an observer below moved, different tiny tiles gleamed forth, adding to the spiritual solemnity of the depiction.


As it always did, tearing his eyes away from Phos’ face cost Krispos a distinct effort of will. Temples throughout the Empire of Videssos held in their central domes images modeled on the one in the High Temple. Krispos had seen several. None held a fraction of the brooding majesty, the severe nobility, of this archetype. Here the god had truly inspired those who portrayed him.


Even after Krispos looked to the great silver slab of the altar that stood below the center of the dome, he felt Phos’ gaze pressing down on him with almost physical force. Not even sight of the patriarchal throne of carven ivory behind the altar, a breathtaking work of art in its own right, could bring Krispos fully back to himself, not while everyone stood in silent awe, waiting for the ceremony to proceed.


Then Gnatios raised his hands to the god in the dome and to the god beyond the dome and beyond the sky. “We bless thee, Phos, lord with the great and good mind,” he intoned, “by thy grace our protector, watchful beforehand that the great test of life may be decided in our favor.”


Krispos repeated Phos’ creed along with the ecumenical patriarch. So did everyone else in the High Temple; beside him he heard Dara’s clear soprano. His hand tightened on hers. She squeezed back. Out of the corner of his eye he saw her smile.


Gnatios lowered his hands. The assembled grandees seated themselves. Krispos felt their gaze on him, too, but in a way different from Phos’. They were still wondering what sort of Avtokrator he would make. The good god already knew, but left to Krispos the working out of his fate.


Gnatios waited for quiet, then said what had been in Krispos’ thoughts: “The eyes of all the city are on us today. Today we see joined in marriage the Avtokrator Krispos and the Empress Dara. May Phos bless their union and make it long, happy, and fruitful.”


The patriarch began to pray again, now and then pausing for responses from Krispos and Dara. Krispos had memorized some of his replies, for the long-set language of the liturgy was growing apart from the tongue spoken in the streets of the city.


Gnatios delivered a traditional wedding sermon, touching on the virtues that helped make a good marriage. Then the patriarch said, “Are the two of you prepared to cleave to these virtues, and to each other, so long as you both may live?”


“Yes,” Krispos said, and then again, louder, so that people besides himself and Dara could hear, “Yes.”


“Yes,” Dara agreed, not loudly but firmly.


As they spoke the words that bound them together, Mavros set a wreath of roses and myrtle on Krispos’ head. One of Dara’s attendants did the same for her.


“Behold them decked in the crowns of marriage!” Gnatios shouted. “Before the eyes of the entire city, they are shown to be man and wife!”


The grandees and their ladies rose from their benches to applaud. Krispos hardly heard them. He cared only about Dara, who was looking back at him with that same intent expression. Although it was no part of the ceremony, he took her in his arms. He smelled the sweet fragrance of her marriage crown as she held him tightly.


The cheers got louder and more sincere. Someone shouted bawdy advice. “Thou conquerest, Krispos!” someone else yelled, in a tone of voice altogether different from the usual solemn acclamation.


“Many heirs, Krispos!” another wit bawled.


Iakovitzes came up to Krispos. The noble was short and had to stand on tiptoe to put his mouth near Krispos’ ear. “The ring, you idiot,” he hissed. Perhaps because he had no interest whatever in women, he was immune to the joy of the marriage ceremony and cared only that it be correctly accomplished.


Krispos had forgotten the ring and was so relieved to be reminded of this that he took no notice of how Iakovitzes spoke to him; for that matter, Iakovitzes relished playing the gadfly no matter whom he was talking to. Krispos had the ring in a tiny pouch he wore on the inside of his belt so it would not show. He freed the heavy gold band and slipped it onto Dara’s left index finger. She hugged him with renewed strength.


“Before the eyes of the whole city, they are wed!” Gnatios proclaimed. “Now let the people of the city see the happy pair!”


With the patriarch at their side, Krispos and Dara walked down the aisle by which they had approached the altar, through the narthex, and out onto the top of the stairway. The crowd in the forecourt cheered as they came down the steps. It was a smaller crowd now, even though the wedding attendants had fresh, full bags in their hands. They would not fling gold, but figs and nuts, fertility symbols from time out of mind.


Even the often dour Halogai were grinning as they formed up around the wedding party. Geirrod, the first of the northerners to acknowledge Krispos as Emperor, told him, “Do not fail me, Majesty. I have big bet on how many times tonight.”


Dara squawked in indignation. Krispos’ own humor was earthier, but he said, “How do you hope to settle that? By the good god, it’s something only the Empress and I will ever know.”


“Majesty, you served in the palaces before you ruled them,” Geirrod said, his gray eyes knowing. “Was there anything servants could not learn when they needed to?”


“Not that,” Krispos said, then stopped, suddenly unsure he was right. “At least, I hope not that.”


“Huh,” was all Geirrod said.


Giving his guardsman the last word, Krispos paraded with his new bride and their companions back the way they had come. Even without expectations of more money, a fair crowd still lined the streets and filled the plaza of Palamas; the folk of the city loved spectacle almost as well as largess.


After the plaza, the calm of the palace quarter came as a relief. Most of the Halogai departed for their barracks; only the troops assigned to guard the imperial residence accompanied the wedding party there. Save for Krispos and Dara, everyone stopped at the bottom of the steps. They pelted the newlywed couple with leftover figs and gave Krispos more lewd advice.


He endured that with the good humor a new groom is supposed to show. When he didn’t feel like waiting any longer, he slid his arm round Dara’s waist. Led by Mavros, the groomsmen and bridesmaids whooped. Krispos stuck his nose in the air and turned away from them, drawing Dara with him. They whooped louder than ever.


The happy shouts of the wedding party followed Dara and him down the hall to the bedchamber. The doors were closed. He opened them and found that the servants had turned down the bedcovers and left a jar of wine and two cups on the night table by the bed. Smiling, he closed the doors and barred them.


Dara turned her back on him. “Would you unfasten me, please? The maidservant took half an hour getting me into his gown; it has enough hooks and eyelets and what-have-you for a jail, not something you’d wear.”


“I hope I can get you out of it faster than half an hour,” Krispos said. He did, but not as fast as he might have; the more hooks he undid, the more attention his hands paid to the soft skin he was revealing and the less to the fasteners that remained.


Finally the job was done. Dara turned to him. They kissed for a long time. When at last they broke apart, she ruefully looked down at herself. “Every pearl, every gem, every metal thread on that robe of yours has stamped itself into me,” she complained.


“And what will you do about that?” he asked.


A corner of her mouth quirked upward. “Let’s see if I can keep it from happening again.” Her disrobing of him also proceeded more slowly than it might have, but he did not mind.


The two of them hung their crowns of marriage on the bedposts for luck, then lay down together. Krispos caressed Dara’s breasts, lowered his mouth to one of them. She stirred, but not altogether in pleasure. “Be gentle, if you can,” she said. “They’re sore.”


“Are they?” Under the fine skin, he could see a new tracery of blue veins. He touched her again, as carefully as he could. “Another sign you’re carrying a child.”


“I don’t have much doubt, not anymore,” she said.


“All those nuts and figs did a better job than they know,” he said, straight-faced.


Dara started to nod, then snorted and poked him in the ribs. He grabbed her and held her close to keep her from doing it again. They did not separate, not until they were both spent. Then, his breath still coming quick, Krispos reached for the wine jar and said, “Shall we see what they gave us to keep us going?”


“Why not?” Dara answered. “Pour a cup for me, too, please.”


Thick and golden, the wine gurgled out of the jar. Krispos recognized the sweet, heady bouquet. “This is that Vaspurakaner vintage from Petronas’ cellars,” he said. When Anthimos broke his ambitious uncle’s power, he’d confiscated all of Petronas’ lands, his money, his horses, and his wines. Krispos had drunk this one before. He raised the cup to his lips. “As good as I remember it.”


Dara sipped, raised an eyebrow. “Yes, that’s quite fine—sweet and tart at the same time.” She drank again.


Krispos held his cup high. “To you, your Majesty.”


“And to you, your Majesty,” Dara answered, returning his salute with vigor—so much that a few drops flew over the rim and splashed on the bedclothes. As she looked at the spreading stain, she started to laugh.


“What’s funny?” Krispos said.


“I was just thinking that this time no one will expect to find a spot of blood on the sheet. After my first night with Anthimos, Skombros marched in, peeled that sheet off the bed—he almost dumped me out to get it—then took it outside and waved it about. Everyone cheered, but it was a ritual I could have done without. As if I were a piece of raw meat, checked to make sure I hadn’t spoiled.”


“Ah, Skombros,” Krispos said. The fat eunuch had been Anthimos’ vestiarios before Petronas got Krispos the post. An Emperor’s chamberlain was in a uniquely good position to influence him, and Petronas had wanted no one but himself influencing Anthimos. And so Skombros had gone from the imperial residence to a bare monastery cell; Krispos wondered if Petronas had ever thought the same fate could befall him.


“I liked you better than Skombros as vestiarios,” Dara said with a sidelong look.


“I’m glad you did,” Krispos answered mildly. All the same, he understood why imperial chamberlains were most of them eunuchs, and was not sorry his own vestiarios followed that rule. Since Dara had cheated for him, how could he be sure she would never cheat against him?


He glanced toward his Empress, wondering again whether the child she carried was his or Anthimos’. If even she could not say, how would he ever know?


He shook his head. Doubts at the very beginning of a marriage did not bode well for contentment to come. He tried to put them aside. If ever a husband had given his wife reason to be unfaithful, he told himself, Anthimos had provoked Dara with his orgies and his endless parade of paramours. As long as he treated her well himself, she should have no reason to stray.


He took her in his arms again. “So soon?” she said, startled but not displeased. “Here, let me set my wine down first.” She giggled as his weight pressed her to the bed. “I hope your Haloga bet high.”


“So do I,” Krispos said. Then her lips silenced him.


Krispos woke, yawned, stretched, and rolled over onto his back. Dara was sitting up in bed beside him. By the look of her, she’d been awake for some time. Krispos sat up, too. He glanced at where sunbeams hit the far wall. “Phos!” he exclaimed. “What hour is it, anyway?”


“Somewhere in the fourth, I’d say—more than halfway to noon,” Dara told him. The Videssians gave twelve hours to the day and another twelve to the night, reckoning them from sunrise and sunset respectively. Dara gave him a quizzical look. “What do you suppose you were doing last night that left you so tired?”


“I can’t imagine,” Krispos said, only partly in irony. He’d grown up a peasant, after all, and what labor was more exhausting than farming? Yet he’d risen with the sun every day. On the other hand, he’d gone to bed with the sun, too, and he’d been up considerably later than that the night before.


Yawning again, he got up, ambled over to the bureau to put on some drawers, then opened a tall wardrobe, picked out a robe, and pulled it on over his head. Dara watched him bemusedly. He was reaching for a pair of red boots when she asked, “Have you forgotten you have a vestiarios to help you with such things?”


He paused. “As a matter of fact, I did,” he said sheepishly. “That was foolish of me, wasn’t it? But it’s also foolish for Barsymes to help me just because I’m Avtokrator. I didn’t need his help before.” As if to defy custom, he tugged on his own boots.


“It’s also foolish not to let Barsymes do his job, which is to serve you,” Dara said. “If you don’t allow him to perform his proper function, then he has none. Is that what you want?”


“No,” Krispos admitted. But having done entirely without service most of his life, and having given it first as groom in Iakovitzes’ and Petronas’ stables, then as Anthimos’ vestiarios, he still felt odd about receiving it.


Dara, a western noble’s daughter, had no such qualms. She reached for a green cord that hung by her side of the bed and pulled down on it. A couple of rooms away, a bell tinkled. Moments later, a maidservant tried to open the doors to the imperial bedchambers. “They’re still locked, your Majesties,” she said.


Krispos walked over and lifted the bar. “Come in, Verina,” he said.


“Thank you, your Majesty.” The serving maid stared at him in surprise and no little indignation. “You’re dressed!” she blurted. “What are you doing being dressed?”


He did not turn around to see the I-told-you-so look in Dara’s eyes, but he was sure it was there. “I’m sorry, Verina,” he said mildly. “I won’t let it happen again.” A scarlet bellpull dangled next to his side of the bed. He pulled it. This bell was easier to hear—the vestiarios’ chamber, the chamber that had until recently been his, was next door to the bedchamber.


Barsymes’ long pale face grew longer when he saw Krispos. “Your Majesty,” he said, making the title into one of reproach.


“I’m sorry,” Krispos said again; though he ruled the Empire of Videssos, he wondered if he was truly master of the palaces. “Even if I did dress myself, I’m sure I’m no cook. Will you be less angry at me after you escort me to breakfast?”


The vestiarios’ mouth twitched. It could have been a smile. “Possible a trifle, your Majesty. If you’ll come with me?”


Krispos followed Barsymes out of the bedchamber. “I’ll join you soon,” Dara said. She was standing nude in front of her wardrobe, chattering with Verina about which gown she should wear today. Barsymes’ eyes never went her way. Not all eunuchs were immune from desire, even if they lacked the capacity to satisfy it. Krispos wondered whether the vestiarios felt no stirring or was just a discreetly excellent servant. He knew he could never ask.


Barsymes fussed over seating him in a small dining room. “And how would you care to break your fast this day, your Majesty?”


“A big hot bowl of porridge, a chunk of bread and some honey, and a couple of rashers of bacon would do me very well,” Krispos said. That was the sort of hearty breakfast he’d had back in his home village when times were good. Times hadn’t been good often enough. Sometimes breakfast had been a small bowl of porridge, sometimes nothing at all.


“As you wish, your Majesty,” Barsymes said tonelessly, “though Phestos may be disappointed at having nothing more elaborate to prepare.”


“Ah,” Krispos said. Anthimos had gloried in the exotic; he’d thought his own more mundane tastes would be a relief to everyone. But if Phestos wanted a challenge … “Tell him to make the goat seethed in fermented fish sauce and leeks tonight, then.”


Barsymes nodded. “A good choice.”


Dara came in, asked for a stewed muskmelon. The vestiarios went to take her request and Krispos’ to the cook. With a wry smile, she patted her belly. “I just hope it stays down. The past couple of days, I’ve hardly wanted to look at food.”


“You have to eat,” Krispos said.


“I know it full well. My stomach’s the one that’s not convinced.”


Before long, Barsymes brought in the food. Krispos happily dug in and finished his own breakfast while Dara picked at her melon. When Barsymes saw Krispos was done, he whisked away his dishes and set in front of him a silver tray full of scrolls. “The morning’s correspondence, your Majesty.”


“All right,” Krispos said without enthusiasm. Anthimos, he knew, would have pitched a fit at the idea of handling business before noon—or after noon, for that matter. But Krispos had impressed on his servants that he intended to be a working Avtokrator. This was his reward for their taking him at his word.


He pawed through the proposals, petitions, and reports, hoping to begin with something moderately interesting. When he found a letter still sealed, his eyebrows rose. How had the secretaries who scribbled away in the wings that flanked the Grand Courtroom let it slip past them unopened? Then he exclaimed in pleasure.


Dara gave him a curious look. “You don’t usually sound so gleeful when you go over those parchments.”


“It’s a letter from Tanilis,” he said. Then he remembered that, for a variety of reasons, he’d told Dara little about Tanilis, so he added, “She’s Mavros’ mother, you know. She and Mavros were both kind to me when I went there with Iakovitzes a few years ago; I’m glad to hear from her.”


“Oh. All right.” Dara took another bite of muskmelon. Krispos supposed that hearing Tanilis described—truthfully—as Mavros’ mother made her picture the noblewoman—most untruthfully—as plump, comfortable, and middle-aged. Though she had to be nearly forty now, Krispos was sure Tanilis retained all the elegant sculpted beauty she’d had when he knew her.


He began to read aloud. “‘The lady Tanilis to his Imperial Majesty Krispos, Avtokrator of the Videssians: My deepest congratulations on your accession to the throne and on your marriage to the Empress Dara. May your reign be long and prosperous.’” Then his glance happened to stray to the date above the salutation. “By the good god,” he said softly, and sketched Phos’ sun-circle above his heart.


“What is it?” Dara asked.


He passed her the letter. “See for yourself.” He pointed to the date.


For a moment, it meant nothing to her. He watched her eyes widen. She made the sun-sign, too. “That’s the day before you took the throne,” she whispered.


“So it is,” he said, nodding. “Tanilis—sees things. When I was in Opsikion, she foresaw that I might become Emperor. By then I was Iakovitzes’ spatharios—his aide. A couple of years before, I’d been a farmer laboring in the field. I thought I’d already risen as high as I could.” Some days he could still be surprised he was Avtokrator. This was one of them. He reached across the table and took Dara’s hand. A brief squeeze reminded him this was no dream.


She gave the letter back to him. “Read it out loud, if you don’t mind.”


“Of course.” He found his place and resumed. “‘May your reign be long and prosperous. My gratitude for your naming Mavros Sevastos—’” He broke off again.


“If she knew the rest, no reason she wouldn’t know that,” Dara pointed out.


“I suppose not. Here, I’ll go on: ‘… for your naming Mavros Sevastos. I am sure he will serve you to the best of his ability. One favor I would beg of you in regard to my son. Should he ever desire to lead troops against the northern barbarians, I pray that you tell him no. While he may win glory and acclaim in that pursuit, I fear he will not have the enjoyment of them. Farewell, and may Phos bless you always.’”


Krispos set down the parchment. “I don’t know that Mavros ever would want to go out on campaign, but if he does, telling him no won’t be easy.” He made a troubled sound with tongue and teeth.


“Not even after this?” Dara’s finger found the relevant passage in the letter. “Surely he knows his mother’s powers. Would he risk defying them?”


“I’ve known Mavros a good many years now,” Krispos said. “All I can say is that he’ll do as he pleases, no matter who or what gets defied in the doing. The lord with the great and good mind willing, the matter won’t ever come up. Tanilis didn’t say it was certain.”


“That’s true,” Dara agreed.


But Krispos knew—and knew also Dara knew—the matter might very well arise. Having overthrown the khagan of Kubrat on Videssos’ northern frontier, an adventurer called Harvas Black-Robe and his band of Haloga mercenaries had begun raiding the Empire, as well. The generals on the border had been having little luck with them; before too long, someone would have to drive them back where they belonged.


One of the palace eunuchs stuck his head into the dining chamber. “What is it, Tyrovitzes?” Krispos asked.


“The abbot Pyrrhos is outside the residence, your Majesty,” Tyrovitzes said, puffing a little—he was as fat as Barsymes was lean. “He wants to speak with you, at once, and will not speak with anyone else. For your ears alone, he insists.”


“Does he?” Krispos frowned. He found Pyrrhos’ narrow piety harsh and oppressive, but the abbot was no one’s fool. “Very well, fetch him in. I’ll hear him.”


Tyrovitzes bowed as deeply as his rotund frame would permit, then hurried away. He soon returned with Pyrrhos. The abbot bowed low to Dara, then prostrated himself before Krispos. He did not seek to rise, but stayed on his belly. “I abase myself before you, your Majesty. The fault is mine, and let my head answer for it if that be your will.”


“What fault?” Krispos said testily. “Holy sir, will you please get up and talk sense?”


Pyrrhos rose. Though a graybeard, he was limber as a youth, a kinder reward of the asceticism that also thinned his face to almost skeletal leanness and left his eyes dark burning coals. “As I told your Majesty, the fault is mine,” he said. “Through some error, whether accidental or otherwise I am investigating, the count of the monks in the monastery dedicated to the memory of the holy Skirios may have been inaccurate last night. It was surely one too low this morning. We do indeed have a runaway monk.”


“And who might this runaway be?” Krispos inquired, though he was sickly certain he knew the answer without having to ask. No trivial disappearance would make the abbot hotfoot it to the imperial residence with the news.


Pyrrhos saw his certainty and gave a grim nod. “Aye, your Majesty, it is as you fear—Petronas has escaped.”







II



TRYING TO MEET BAD NEWS WITH EQUANIMITY, KRISPOS SAID, “I don’t think he’s going to be very pleased with me.”


Only after the words were out of his mouth did he realize what an understatement that was. Petronas had virtually ruled the Empire for a decade and more while his nephew Anthimos reveled; he had raised Krispos to the post of vestiarios. Finally Anthimos, worried lest his uncle supplant him on the throne, a worry abetted by Krispos and Dara, clapped him into the monastery … for good, Krispos had thought.


Dara said bitterly, “While all the eyes of the city were on us yesterday, Petronas took the chance to get out.”


Krispos knew she was just echoing Gnatios’ words, but what she said raised echoes in his own mind, echoes of suspicion. He’d wondered why Gnatios had suddenly become so obliging about the wedding. Now maybe he knew. “The patriarch did keep harping on that, didn’t he? He and Petronas are cousins, too, and if anyone could arrange to have a monk taken from his monastery without the abbot’s knowledge, who better than Gnatios?”


“No one better, your Majesty,” Pyrrhos said, following Krispos’ line of thought. His sharp-curved nose, fierce eyes, and shaven head made him resemble a bird of prey.


“Tyrovitzes!” Krispos shouted. When the fat eunuch reappeared, Krispos told him, “Take a squad of Halogai and fetch Gnatios here at once, no matter what he’s doing.”


“Your Majesty?” Tyrovitzes said. At Krispos’ answering glare, he gulped and said, “Yes, your Majesty.”


Tyrovitzes had hardly left before Krispos shouted, “Longinos!” As soon as that eunuch responded, Krispos said, “Go to Captain Thvari. Take all the Halogai save enough to guard me here, take whatever other troops are in the city, and start a search. Maybe Petronas has gone to ground inside the walls.”


“Petronas?” Longinos said, staring.


“Yes; he’s escaped, curse him,” Krispos answered impatiently. The chamberlain started to go. Then Krispos had an afterthought. “If Thvari does use our own troops along with the northerners, have him make sure he puts more Halogai than Videssians in each party. I know his men are loyal.”


“As you say, your Majesty.” Longionos bowed deeply and departed.


He was scarcely gone when Krispos yelled, “Barsymes!” The vestiarios might have been waiting right outside; he came in almost at once. “Go to the house of Trokoundos the wizard and bring him here, if you please.”


“Certainly, your Majesty. I suppose you’ll want him to interrogate Gnatios,” Barsymes said calmly. At Krispos’ expression of surprise, he went on, “You have not kept your voice down, you know, your Majesty.”


Krispos thought about that. “No, I suppose I haven’t. Go get me Trokoundos now, if you please. If Gnatios did have a hand in Petronas’ escape—” He pounded a clenched fist down on the tabletop. “If that’s so, we’ll have a new ecumenical patriarch before the day is out.”


“Your pardon, Majesty, but perhaps not so quickly as that,” Pyrrhos said. “You may of course remove a prelate as you wish, but the naming of his successor lies in the hands of a synod of clerics, to whom you submit a list of three candidates for their formal selection.”


“You understand that all that rigmarole would just delay your own choice,” Krispos said.


Pyrrhos bowed. “Your Majesty is gracious. All the same, however, observances must be fulfilled to ensure the validity of any patriarchal enthronement.”


“If Gnatios helped Petronas get away, he deserves worse than being deposed,” Dara said. “Some time with the torturers might be a fit answer for his treason.”


“We’ll worry about that later,” Krispos said. With peasant patience, he settled down to see whether Gnatios or Trokoundos would be brought to the imperial residence first. When Pyrrhos began to look restive, he sent him back to his monastery. Sitting quietly, he kept on waiting.


“How can you be so easy about this?” demanded Dara, who was pacing back and forth.


“Nothing would change if I fussed,” he said. Dara snorted and kept pacing.


Rather to Krispos’ surprise, Tyrovitzes’ party fetched back Gnatios before Barsymes arrived with Trokoundos. “Your Majesty, what is the meaning of this?” the patriarch said indignantly after the eunuch chamberlain escorted him into Krispos’ presence. “I find it humiliating to be seized in the street like some low footpad and fetched here with no more consideration for my feelings than such a criminal would receive.”


“Where’s Petronas, Gnatios?” Krispos asked in a voice like iron.


“Why, in the monastery sacred to the holy Skirios.” Gnatios’ eyebrows rose. “Or are you telling me he is not? If you are, I have no idea where he is.”


The patriarch sounded surprised and curious, just as he would if he were innocent. But Krispos knew he had no small rhetorical talents; sounding innocent was child’s play for him. “While all the eyes of the city were on us yesterday, Gnatios, Petronas was spirited out of the monastery. To be blunt, I know you have scant love for me. Do you wonder that I have doubts about you?”


“Your Majesty, I can see that you might.” Gnatios smiled his most engaging smile. “But after all, your Majesty, you know where I was yesterday. I could hardly have helped Petronas escape at the same time as I was performing the wedding ceremony for you and your new Empress.” He smiled again, this time at Dara. She stared stonily back. His smile faded.


“No, but you could have planned and arranged a rescue,” Krispos said. “Will you take oath on your fear of Skotos’ ice that you had no part of any sort in Petronas’ getting out of the monastery?”


“Your Majesty, I will swear any oath you wish,” Gnatios answered at once.


Just then, Krispos saw Barsymes standing in the hall with a short spare man who shaved his head like a priest but wore a red tunic and green trousers. He carried a bulging carpetbag.


“Your Majesty,” Trokoundos said. The mage started a proskynesis, but Krispos waved for him not to bother. “How may I serve you, your Majesty?” he asked, straightening. His voice was deep and rich, the voice to be expected of a man a head taller and twice as wide through the shoulders.


“Most holy sir, I will require no oath of you at all,” Krispos said to Gnatios. “You might throw away your soul for the sake of advantage in this world, and that would be very sad. Instead, I will ask you the same questions you have already heard, but with this wizard standing by to make sure you speak the truth.”


“I will need a little while to ready myself, your Majesty,” Trokoundos said. “I have here some of the things I may use, if your vestiarios spoke accurately about your requirements.” He began taking mirrors, candles, and stoppered glass vials of various sizes and colors out of the carpetbag.


Gnatios watched him prepare with indignation but no visible fear. “Your Majesty, I will even submit to this outrage, but I must inform you that I protest it,” he said. “Surely you cannot imagine that I would violate my oath.”


“I can,” Dara said.


Krispos took a different line. “I can imagine many things, most holy sir,” he told the patriarch. “I can even imagine giving you over to the torturers to find out what I must know. A mage, I think, will hurt your body and your pride less, but I can go the other way if you’d rather.”


“As you will, your Majesty,” Gnatios said, so boldly that Krispos wondered if he was indeed innocent. The patriarch added, “My thanks for showing consideration for me, at least to the extent you have.”


“Just stay right there, if you would, most holy sir,” Trokoundos said. Gnatios nodded regally as the mage set up a mirror on a jointed stand a few feet in front of him. Between mirror and patriarch, Trokoundos lit a candle. He opened a couple of his vials and shook powder from them onto the flame, which changed color and sent up a large cloud of surprisingly sweet-smelling smoke.


Muttering to himself, Trokoundos set up another mirror a few feet behind Gnatios and slightly to one side: this one faced the one he’d set up before. He fussily adjusted the two squares of polished silver until Gnatios’ face, reflected from the first, was visible in the second. Then he lit another candle between the second mirror and Gnatios’ back. He sprinkled different powders over this flame, whose smoke proved as noxious as the other’s had been pleasant.


Coughing a little, the mage said, “Go ahead, your Majesty; ask what you will.”


“Thank you.” Krispos turned to the patriarch. “Most holy sir, did you help Petronas escape from the monastery dedicated to the holy Skirios?”


He watched Gnatios’ lips shape the word “No” but did not hear him speak it. At the same time, the patriarch’s second reflection, the one in the mirror behind him, loudly and clearly said, “Yes.”


Gnatios jerked as if stung. Krispos asked, “How did you do it?”


He thought the patriarch tried to say “I had nothing to do with it.” The reflection answered for him: “I sent in a monk who rather resembled him to take his place while he was at solitary prayer and to stay into the evening. Then, last night, I sent a priest who asked for the substituted monk by his proper name and brought him out of the monastery once more.”


“What is the name of this monk?” Krispos demanded.


This time Gnatios stood mute. His reflection answered for him nonetheless. “Harmosounos.”


Krispos nodded to Trokoundos. “This is an excellent magic.” The wizard’s heavy-lidded eyes lit up.


Gnatios shifted from foot to foot, awaiting the next question. “Where did Petronas plan to go?” Krispos asked him.


“I do not know,” he answered, out of his own mouth.


“A moment, your Majesty,” Trokoundos said sharply. He fiddled with the mirrors again. “He sought to move enough to shift his image from the second mirror.”


“Don’t play such games again, most holy sir. I promise you would regret it,” Krispos told Gnatios. “Now I will ask once more, where did Petronas plan to go?”


“I do not know,” Gnatios repeated. This time, strangely, Krispos heard the words both straight from him and from the mirror at his back. He glanced toward Trokoundos.


“He speaks the truth, your Majesty,” the wizard said.


“I was afraid that was what that meant,” Krispos said. “Let’s try something else, then. Answer me this, most holy sir: you being kinsman to Petronas, where would you go in his boots?”


Gnatios plainly tried to lie again; his lips moved, but no sound came out of his mouth. Instead, his doubly reflected image replied, “Petronas’ greatest estates are in the westlands, between the towns of Garsavra and Resaina. There he would find the most support for any bid to take the crown.”


“You expect him to do that, eh?” Krispos said.


The answer to that question was so obvious, Krispos did not expect Gnatios to bother giving it aloud. And, indeed, the patriarch stayed silent. But under Trokoundos’ spell, his second image spoke for him. “Don’t you expect it, your Majesty?”


Krispos’ chuckle was dry. “Well, yes, as a matter of fact.” He turned to Trokoundos. “I’m in your debt once more, it seems.”


Trokoundos waved that away. “I’m happy to do what I can for you, your Majesty. Your warning saved me from Anthimos’ wrath a couple of years ago.”


“And your wizardry let me live through the enchantment with which Petronas would have killed me otherwise,” Krispos said. “Don’t be shy when you name your fee for today.”


“Your Majesty, people have accused me of many things, but never of being shy about my fees,” Trokoundos said.


Whether anxious over his fate or simply resentful at being forgotten for the moment, Gnatios burst out, “What will you do with me, your Majesty?”


“A good question,” Krispos said musingly. “If helping to set up a rival Emperor isn’t treason, what is? Shall I put your head on the Milestone as a warning to others, Gnatios?”


“I’d rather you didn’t,” the patriarch answered, coolly enough to win Krispos’ reluctant admiration.


“I think you should, Krispos,” Dara said. Gnatios winced as she went on, “What does a traitor deserve but the axe? What would Petronas do to you, and to me, and to our child, if—Phos prevent it—he beat you?”


Gnatios missed very little. Though he could not have known of Dara’s pregnancy before she mentioned it, he used it at once, saying, “Your Majesty, would you slay the man who performed your marriage ceremony and so made your heir legitimate?”


“Why not,” Dara shot back, “when part of the reason you married us was to draw attention away from the holy Skirios’ monastery so you could loose Petronas against us?” The patriarch winced again.


“I don’t think I’ll kill you now,” Krispos said. Gnatios looked delighted, Dara disappointed. Krispos went on, “I do cast you down from the patriarchal throne. In your place I intend to propose the name of the abbot Pyrrhos.”


Gnatios winced a third time. “I’d almost rather you killed me, if afterwards you named in my place someone not a fanatic.”


“I can trust the clerics of his faction. If I thought I could trust one from yours, I’d take you up on that.”


“I did say ‘almost,’ your Majesty,” the patriarch reminded him quickly.


“So you did. Here’s what I will do. Till the synod names Pyrrhos, I will send you to the monastery of the holy Skirios. There you will be under his hand as abbot. That should be enough to keep you out of mischief for the time being.” Krispos watched Gnatios open his mouth to speak. “Think twice if you are about to say again that you’d rather be dead, most holy sir—no, holy sir, for you are but a monk now. I just may oblige you.”


Gnatios glared at him but said nothing.


Krispos turned to Tyrovitzes. “You heard what I ordered?” The eunuch nodded. “Good. Take this monk to the monastery, then, and tell the abbot he is not to leave no matter what happens. Take the Halogai with you as you go, too, to make sure the man doesn’t get stolen on the way.”


“As you say, your Majesty.” Tyrovitzes nodded to Gnatios. “If you will come with me, holy sir?” Unlike Krispos, Tyrovitzes adjusted to changing honorifics without having to think twice. Still in his patriarch robe, Gnatios followed the chamberlain away.


“I wish you’d slain him,” Dara said.


“He may still have some use alive,” Krispos said. “Besides, I don’t think he’ll be going anywhere, not now. He and Pyrrhos have despised each other for years. Now that he’s in Pyrrhos’ clutches, he’ll be locked up tighter and watched better than if he was in prison—and fed worse, too, I’d wager.”


He sighed. “All this would be much easier if I really believed the soldiers would turn up Petronas still inside the city. If they don’t—” Krispos stood thinking for a while, trying to work out what he would have to do to hunt down Petronas loose in the countryside.


“I fear they won’t,” Dara said.


“So do I,” Krispos told her. Petronas was both clever and nervy. The only flaw Krispos had ever noted in him was a streak of vanity; because he could do so much, he thought he could do anything. Some time in the monastery might even have cured him of that, Krispos reflected gloomily.


“You should proclaim him outlaw,” Dara said. “A price on his head will make folk more likely to betray him to you.”


“Aye, I’ll do that,” Krispos said. “I’ll also send a troop of cavalry out to the estates that used to be his. Though Anthimos took them over, I expect most of the men on them will still be people Petronas chose, and they may still be loyal to him.”


“Be careful of the officer you choose to command that troop,” Dara warned. “You won’t want anyone who served under him.”


“You’re right,” Krispos said. But Petronas had headed the imperial army while his nephew frittered away the days. That meant every Videssian officer had served under him, at least indirectly. The commanders in the city had sworn oaths of loyalty to Krispos. Those in the field were sending in written pledges; a couple arrived every day. How much would such pledges mean, when measured against years of allegiance to a longtime leader? Krispos was convinced oaths and pledges were only as reliable as the men who gave them. He wished he’d had time to learn more about his officers before facing a challenge like this.
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