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AUTHOR'SNOTE

Krispos Rising and the second book in The Tale of Krispos, Krispos of Videssos, are set in the same
universe asthe four books of The Videssos Cycle: The Misplaced Legion, An Emperor for the
Legion, The Legion of Videssos, and Swords of the Legion. The events described in The Tale of
Krispos take place about five hundred years before those chronicled in The Videssos Cycle. Thusthe
map that precedes the text is different from the one in front of the books of The Videssos Cycle. So, too,
are some of the customsthat appear here: nations, even imaginary ones, do not stand till over five
hundred years.

"The thunder of hoofbests. Shoutsin a harsh tongue.

Krigpos opened one eye. It was till dark. It felt like the middle of the night. He shook his head. He did
not like noise that woke him up when he should have been adeep. He closed the eye and snuggled down
between his mother and father on the straw paillasse he and they and hislittle sster used for a bed.

His parents woke, too, just when he was trying to go back to deep. Krigpos felt their bodies stiffen on
either sde of him. Hissster Evdokiadept on. Some people have all the luck, he thought, though held
never thought of Evdokia as particularly lucky before. Not only was she three—hdlf hisage—shewasa

girl.

The shouts turned to screams. One of the screams had words. " The Kubratoi! The Kubratoi arein the
village"

His mother gasped. "Phos save usl" she said, her voice dmost as shrill asthe cries of terror inthe
darkness outside.

"The good god saves through what people do," hisfather said. The farmer sprang to hisfeet. That woke
Evdokia, where nothing €l se had. She started to cry. "Keep her quiet, Tatze!" Krigpos father growled.
His mother cuddled Evdokia, softly crooned to her.

Krigpos wondered whether held get cuddled if he started crying. He thought he'd be more likely to get
his father's hand on his backside or across hisface. Like every farm boy from anywhere near the town of
Imbros, he knew who the Kubratoi were: wild men from north of the mountains. "Will we fight them,
Father?' he asked. Just the other day, with astick for asword, he'd dain adozen make-believe robbers.



But hisfather shook his head. "Red fighting isfor soldiers. The Kubratoi, curse'em, are soldiers. We
aren't. They'd kill us, and we couldn't do much in theway of fighting back. Thisian't play, boy."

"What will we do, Phostis?' his mother asked above Evdokia's sniffles. She sounded admost ready to cry
hersdf. That frightened Krispos more than dl the racket outside. What could be worse than something
bad enough to frighten his mother?

The answer camein amoment: something bad enough to frighten hisfather. "Werun," Phogtissaid
grimly, "unless you'd sooner be dragged north by the two-legged wolves out there. That'swhy | built
closeto the forest; that'swhy | built the door facing away from most of the houses: to give usachanceto
run, if the Kubratoi ever came down again.”

His mother bent, rose again. "'l have the baby."
In her arms, Evdokia said indignantly, "Not ababy!" Then she started to cry again.

No one paid any attention to her. Krispos father took him by the shoulder, so hard that hisflimsy
nightshirt might aswell not have stood between man's flesh and boy's. "*Can you run to the trees, son, fast
asyou can, and hide yoursdlf till the bad men go away?'

"Yes, Father." Put that way, it sounded like a game. Krispos had played more gamesin the forest than he
could count.

"Then run!" Hisfather threw open the door. Out he darted. His mother followed, still holding Evdokia.
Last came hisfather. Krigpos knew hisfather could run faster than he could, but hisfather didn't try, not
tonight. He stayed between hisfamily and the village.

Bare feet skimming across the ground, Krispos looked back over his shoulder. HEd never seen so many
horses or so many torchesin hislife before. All the horses had strangers on them—the fearsome
Kubratoi, he supposed. He could see alot of villagers, too. The horsemen rounded up more of them
every second.

"Don't look, boy! Run!" hisfather said. Krigpos ran. The blessed trees drew nearer and nearer. But a
new shout was up too, and horses drummed their way. The sound of pursuit grew with horrid quickness.
Breath sobbing in histhroat, Krispos thought how unfair it was that horses could run so fast.

"Y ou stop, or we shoot you!" avoice caled from behind. Krigpos could hardly understand it; he had
never heard Videssian spoken with any accent but the country twang of hisown village.

"Keep running!" hisfather said. But ridersflashed by Krispos on either side, so close he could fedl the
wind from their horses, so close he could smell the beasts. They wheded, blocking him and hisfamily
from the safety of the woods.

Still with the feding it was dl agame, Krispos whedled to dash off in some new direction. Then he saw
the other horsemen, the pair who had gone after hisfather. One carried atorch, to give them both light to
seeby. It dso let Krispos clearly see them, seetheir fur caps, the matted beards that seemed to
complement those caps, their boiled-lesther armor, the curved swords on their hips, the way they sat
their mounts asif part of them. Frozen in time, the moment stayed with Krispos aslong as he lived.

The second rider, the one without atorch, held abow. It had an arrow in it, an arrow drawn and pointed
a Krigpos father. That was when it stopped being play for the boy. He knew about bows, and how
people were supposed to be careful with them. If these wild men didn't know that, time someone taught
them.



He marched straight up to the Kubratoi. ™Y ou turn the aim of that arrow aside thisingtant,” he told them.
"Y oumight hurt someonewithiit.”

Both Kubratoi stared at him. The one with the bow threw back his head and howled laughter. The wild
men did sound like awolf, Krigpos thought, shivering. He wished his voice had been big and deep like
hisfather's, not aboy's squeak. Therider wouldn't have laughed then.

The rider probably would have shot him, but he did not think of that until yearslater. Asit was, the
Kubrati, still laughing, set down his bow, made an extravagant salute from the saddle. " Anything you say,
little khagan, anything you say." He chuckled, wiping hisface with the back of hishand. Then heraised
his eyesto meet those of Krispos father, who had hurried up to do what he could for the boy. "Not need
to shoot now, eh, farmer-man?"

"No," Krigpos father agreed bitterly. ™Y ou've caught us, dl right.”

Along with his parents and Evdokia, Krigposwalked dowly back to the village. A couple of horsemen
stayed with them; the other two rode ahead so they could get back to doing whatever Kubratoi did.
That, Krigpos aready suspected, was nothing good.

He remembered the strange word the rider with the bow had used. "Father, what does 'khagan' mean?”

"It'swhat the Kubratoi cal their chieftain. If hed been aVidessan, he would have caled you
'Avtokrator' instead.”

"Emperor? That'sslly." Even with hisworld coming gpart, Krigpos found he could still laugh.

"Soitis, boy," hisfather said grimly. He paused, then went on in adifferent tone, asif beginning to enjoy
the joke himself: " Although there's said to be Vaspurakaner blood on my side of the family, and the
Vaspursdl style themselves prince.’ Bet you didn't know your father was a prince, eh, son?"

"Stop it, Phostis!" Krigpos mother said. "The priest says that nonsense about princesis heresy and
nothing e'se but. Don't passit on to the boy."

"Heresy iswhat the priest is supposed to know about,” hisfather agreed, "but | won't argue about the
nonsense part. Who ever heard of a prince going hungry?'

His mother sniffed, but made no further answer. They wereingde the village by then, back where other
people could hear them—not good, not if they wanted to talk of heresy. "What will they do with us?*
was asafer question to ask, though not one, necessarily, with a surer answer. The villagers stood around
under the bows of the Kubratoi, waiting.

Then more riders came up, these leading not people but the village's herds and flocks. "Arethe animals
coming with us, Father?' Krigpos asked. He had not expected the Kubratoi to be so considerate.

"With us, aye, but not for us," wasall hisfather said.

The Kubratol started shouting, both those who spoke Videssian and those who did not. The villagers
looked at one another, trying to figure out what the wild men meant. Then they saw the direction in which
the cattle and sheep were going. They followed the beasts northward.

For Krigpos, the trek to Kubrat was the best adventure held ever had. Tramping adong al day wasno
harder than the chores he would have been doing had the raiders not descended on hisvillage, and he



aways had something new to see. Hed never imagined, before, how big the world was.

That the march was forced hardly entered his mind. He ate better on it than he had a home; the Kubrati
he'd defied that first night decided to make apet of him and brought him chunks of roast lamb and besf.
Soon other riderstook up the game, so the "little khagan™ sometimes found himself with more than he
could est.

At hisfather'surging, he never let on. Whenever the Kubratoi did not insist on having him eet in front of
them, he passed their tidbits on to the rest of the family. The way he made the food disappear earned him
areputation as a bottomless pit, which only brought more hisway.

By the end of the third day on the road north, the raiders who had descended on his village met with
other bands bringing captives and booty back to Kubrat. That took Krispos by surprise. He had never
given any thought to the world beyond the fields he knew. Now he saw he and hisfamily were caught up
in something larger than aloca upheavd.

"Where are those people from, Father?' he asked as yet another group of bewildered, bedraggled
peasants came sumbling into the larger stream.

Hisfather shrugged, which made Evdokia giggle—she wasriding on his shoulders. "Who can say?"
Phosgtisanswered. " Just another village of farmersthat happened to be unlucky like ours.”

"Unlucky." Krigpostasted the word, found it odd. He was enjoying himsalf. Slegping under the sarswas
no greet handicap, not to asix-year-old in summer. But hisfather, he could tell, did not like the Kubratoi
and would have hit back at them if he could. That made Krigpos ask another question, one he had not
thought of till now. "Why arethey taking farmers back to Kubrat?'

"Here comesone." Hisfather waited till the wild man rode by, then pointed at hisback. "Tell mewhat
you e

"A man on ahorse with abig bushy beard.”
"Horses don't have beards," Evdokiasaid. "That's dumb, Krigpos."

"Hush," their father told her. "That's right, son—aman on ahorse. Kubratoi hardly ever come down from
their horses. They travel on them, go to war on them, and follow their flocks on them, too. But you can't
beafarmer if you stay on your horsedl thetime.”

"They don't want to be farmers, though,” Krispos said.

"No, they don't," hisfather agreed. "But they need farmers, whether they want to farm themselves or not.
Everybody needs farmers. Focks can't give you al the food you need and flocks won't feed your horses
at dl. Sothey come down into Videssos and stedl folk like—well, folk like us.”

"Maybe it won't be so bad, Phodtis," Krigpos mother said. "They can't take more from usthan the
imperid tax collectorsdo.”

"Who saysthey can't?" hisfather answered. "Phosthe lord of the great and good mind knows | have no
lovefor the tax collectors, but year in, year out they leave us enough to get by on. They shear us—they
don't flay us. If the Kubratoi were so fineasdl that, Tatze, they wouldn't need to raid every few yearsto
get more peasants. They'd be able to keep the onesthey had.”

There was acommotion among the captives that night. Evidently agood many of them agreed with
Krispos father and tried to escape from the Kubratoi. The screams were far worse than the onesin the



villagethe night the wild men came.
"Fools," Phogtissaid. "Now they'll come down harder on dl of us.”

Hewas right. The men from the north started traveling before dawn and did not stop to feed the peasants
till well after noon. They pushed the pace after the meager med, too, halting only when it got too dark for
them to see where they were going. By then, the Paristrian Mountainsloomed tal against the northern
kyline

A small stream ran through the campsite the Kubratoi had picked. " Shuck out of your shirt and wash
yourself," Krigpos mother told him.

Hetook off his shirt—the only one he had—»but did not get into the water. It looked chilly. "Why don't
you take abath, too, Mama?' he said. "Y ou'redirtier than | am." Under the dirt, he knew, she was one
of the best-looking ladiesin hisvillage.

His mother's eyesflicked to the Kubratoi. "I'm al right theway | am, for now." Sheran agrimy hand
across her grimy face.

llBlJt_ll

The swat of hisfather's hand on his bare behind sent him skittering into the stream. It was as cold asiit
looked, but his bottom ill felt aflame when he came out. His father nodded to him in a strange new way,
amog asif they were both grown men. " Are you going to argue with your mother the next time shetdlls
you to do something?"' he asked.

"No, Father," Krispos said.

Hisfather laughed. "Not until your backside cools off, anyway. Well, good enough. Hereésyour shirt.”
He got out of his own and walked down to the stream, to come back afew minuteslater wet and
dripping and running his handsthrough hishair.

Krispos watched him dress, then said carefully, "Father, isit arguing if | ask why you and | should take
baths, but Mama shouldn't?!

For abad moment he thought it was, and braced himself for another smack. But then hisfather said,
"Hmm—maybeit isn't. Put it like this—no matter how clean we are, no Kubrati will find you or me
pretty. You follow that?"

"Yes," Krigpos said, athough he thought his father—uwith hiswide shoulders, neat black beard, and dark
eyes set S0 deep beneath shaggy brows that sometimes the laughter lurking there was dmost hidden—a
fine and splendid man. But, he had to admit, that wasn't the same as pretty.

"All right, then. Now you've dready seen how the Kubratoi are thieves. Phos, boy, they've stolen al of
us, and our animalss, too. And if one of them saw your mother looking especidly pretty, the way she
can—" Listening, she smiled at Krispos father, but did not speak, "—he might want to take her away for
his very own. We don't want that to happen, do we?'

"No!" Krigpos eyes got wide as he saw how clever his mother and father were. | see! | understand! It's
atrick, like when the wizard made Gemistos hair turn green a the show he gave.”

"A littlelike that, anyhow," hisfather agreed. "But that wasreal magic. Gemigtos hair redlly was green, till
the wizard changed it back to brown again. Thisis more agame, like when men and women switch
clothes sometimes on the Midwinter's Day festival. Do | turn into your mama because I'm wearing a



dress?!

"Of course not!" Krigpos giggled. But that wasn't supposed to fool anyone; ashisfather said, it was only
agame. Here, now, his mother's prettiness remained, though she was trying to hide it so no one noticed.
And if hiding something in plain Sght wasn't magic, Krispos didn't know what was.

He had that thought again the next day, when the wild men took their captivesinto Kubrat. A couple of
passes opened invitingly, but the Kubratoi headed for neither of them. Insteed, they led the Videssian
farmers down aforest track that seemed destined only to run straight into the side of the mountains.

Strung out aong the bottom of that steep, twisting gorge, people and animals could move but dowly.
True evening came when they were only part of the way through the mountains.

"It'sagood trick," Krigpos father said grudgingly asthey settled down to camp. "Even if imperia soldiers
do come after us, a handful of men could hold them out of this pass forever.”

"Soldiers?' Krigpos said, amazed. That Videssan troopers might beriding after the Kubratoi had never
crossed hismind. Y ou mean the Empire cares enough about usto fight to get us back?"

Hisfather's chuckle had little redl amusement iniit. "1 know the only time you ever saw soldierswas that
time a couple of years ago, when the harvest was so bad they didn't trust usto Sit till for the tax collector
unless he had archers at hisback. But aye, they might fight to get us back. Videssos needs farmers on the
ground as much as Kubrat does. Everybody needs farmers, boy; it'd be ahungry world without ‘em.”

Mogt of that went over Kripos head. "Soldiers,” he said again, softly. So he—for that was how he
thought of it—was so important the Avtokrator would send soldiersto return him to his proper place!
Then it was asif—well, dmogt as if—he had caused those soldiersto be sent. And surely that was as
if—well, perhaps as if—he were Avtokrator himself. It was agood enough dream to fal adeep on,
anyhow.

When he woke up the next morning, he was certain something was wrong. He kept peering around,
trying to figure out what it was. At last his eyeswent up to the strip of rock far overhead that therising
sun was painting with light. "That's the wrong direction!” he blurted. "Look! The sun'scoming up inthe
wedt!"

"Phos have mercy, | think thelad'sright!" Tzykaasthe cobbler said close by. He drew acircleon his
breas, itsalf the sign of the good god's sun. Other people started babbling; Krispos heard the fear in their
VOICes.

Then hisfather yelled "Stopit!" so loudly that they actually did. Into that sudden silence, Phogtiswent on,
"What's more likely, that the world has turned upside down or that this canyon's wound around so we
couldn't guess east from west?"

Krigposfdt foolish. From the expressions on the folk nearby, so did they. In asurly voice, Tzykaas said,
"Y our boy was the one who started us hopping, Phostis.”

"Well, so hewas. What about it? Who'sthe bigger fool, asilly boy or the grown man who takeshim
serioudy?"

Someone laughed at that. Tzykaas flushed. His hands curled into fists. Krigpos father stood till and
quiet, waiting. Shaking his head and muttering to himsdlf, Tzykaas turned away. Two or three more
people laughed then.

Krigpos father took no notice of them. Quietly he said, "The next time things aren't the way you expect,



son, think before you talk, en?!

Krispos nodded. Hefdt foolish now himsdf. One more thing to remember, he thought. The bigger he
got, the more such things he found. He wondered how grown people managed to keep everything
draght.

L ate that afternoon, the canyon opened up. Green land lay ahead, land not much different from the fields
and forests around Krispos home village. "Isthat Kubrat?' he asked, pointing.

One of thewild men overheard him. "Is Kubrat. Is good to be back. Ishome," he said in halting
Videssan.

Till then, Krigpos hadn't thought about the raiders having homes—to him, they had seemed a
phenomenon of nature, like ablizzard or aflood. Now, though, ahappy smile was on the Kubrati's face.
He looked like aman heading home after some hard work. Maybe he had little boys at that home, or
little girls. Krigpos hadn't thought about the raiders having children, either.

He hadn't thought about alot of things, he redized. When he said that out loud, hisfather laughed. "That's
because you're dtill achild. Asyou grow, you'll work through the ones that metter to you."

"But | want to be able to know about dl those things now,” Krispossaid. "It isn't fair.”

"Maybenot." No longer laughing, hisfather put ahand on his shoulder. "But I'll tell you this—achicken
comes out of its egg knowing everything it needs to know to be a chicken. Theres more to being aman;
it takesawhileto learn. So which would you rather be, son, achicken or aman?”'

Krisposfolded his handsinto his armpits and flapped imaginary wings. He let out a couple of loud clucks,
then squedled when hisfather tickled hisribs.

The next morning, Krigpos saw in the distance severa—well, what were they? Neither tents nor houses,
but something in between. They had wheds and looked asif animas could pull them. Hisfather did not
know what to call them, either.

"May | ask one of the Kubratoi?' Krispos said.

His mother started to shake her head, but hisfather said, "Let him, Tatze. We may aswell get used to
them, and they've liked the boy ever since he stood up to them that first night.”

S0 he asked one of the wild men trotting by on his pony. The Kubrati stared at him and started to laugh.
"So the little khagan does not know of yurts, en? Those are yurts you see, the perfect homes for
following theflocks."

"Will you put usin yurts, too?' Krispos liked the idea of being able to live now one place, now another.

But the horseman shook hishead. ™Y ou are fanner folk, good only for raising plants. And asplants are
rooted to the ground, your houses will be rooted, too." He spat to show his contempt for people who
had to stay in one spot, then touched the heels of hisbootsto his horse's flanks and rode off.

Krigposlooked after him, alittle hurt. "I'll travel, too, oneday,” he said loudly. The Kubrati paid no
attention to him. He sighed and went back to his parents. "I will travel!" hetold hisfather. "1 will."

"Youll travel inafew minutes" hisfather answered. "They're getting ready to move usaong again.”

"That's not what | meant,” Krispos said. "I meant travel when | want to, and go where | want to.”



"Maybe you will, son." Hisfather sighed, rose, and stretched. "But not today.”

Just as captives from many Videssan villages had joined together to make one large band on the way to
Kubrat, so now they were taken away from the main group—five, ten, twenty families a atime, to go off
to the lands they would work for their new masters.

Most of the people the Kubratoi told to go off with the group that included Krispos father were from his
village, but some were not, and some of the villagers had to go someplace else. When they protested
being broken up, the wild men ignored their pleas. "Not asif you were a clan the gods formed,” araider
said, the same scorn in hisvoice that Krispos had heard from the Kubrati who explained what yurts
were. And, like that rider, he rode away without listening to any reply.

"What does he mean, gods?' Krispos asked. "Isn't there just Phos? And Skotos," he added after a
moment, naming the good god'swicked foein asmaller voice.

"The Kubratoi don't know of Phos," hisfather told him. "They worship demons and spirits and who
knowswhat. After they die, they'll spend forever in Skotos ice for their wickedness, too."

"l hopethere are priests here," Tatze said nervoudly.

"WEell get dong, whether or not,” Phostis said. "We know what the good is, and well follow it." Krigpos
nodded. That made sense to him. He aways tried to be good—unless being bad looked like alot more

fun. He hoped Phos would forgive him. Hisfather usudly did, and in his mind the good god was alarger

verson of hisfather, one who watched the whole world instead of just afarm.

Later that day, one of the Kubratoi pointed ahead and said, "There your new village."
"It'shbig!" Krispossaid. "L ook at al the housed™

Hisfather had a better idea of what to look for. "Aye, lots of houses. Where are the people, though?
Hardly any inthefidds, hardly any inthevillage." He Sighed. "I expect the reason | don't see'emisthat
they're not there to see.”

Asthe party of Kubratoi and captives drew near, afew men and women did emerge from their
thatch-roofed cottages to stare at the newcomers. Krispos had never had much. These thin, poorly clad
wretches, though, showed him other folk could have even less.

The wild men waved the village's new inhabitants forward to meet the old. Then they whedled their
horses and rode away ... rode, Krispos supposed, back to their yurts.

Ashe cameinto the village, he saw that many of the houses siood empty; some were only half thatched,
others had raftersfeling down, il others had chunks of clay gone from thewall to revea the woven
brancheswithin.

Hisfather aghed again. "1 suppose | should be glad welll have roofs over our heads." He turned to the
families uprooted from Videssos. "We might aswell pick out the placeswell want to livein. Me, | have
my eye on that house right there."

He pointed to an abandoned dwelling as dilapidated as any of the others, set near the edge of the village.

Asheand Tatze, followed by Krispos and Evdokia, headed toward the home they had chosen, one of
the men who belonged to this village came up to confront him. “Who do you think you are, to take a



house without so much as a by-your-leave?' the fellow asked. Evento afarm boy like Krigpos, his
accent sounded rustic.

"My name's Phostis," Krigpos father said. "Who areyou to tell me | can't, when thisplaceisfalling to
pieces around you?'

The other newcomers added their voicesto his. The man looked from them to his own followers, who
were fewer and less sure of themsalves. He lost his bluster as apunctured bladder losesair. "I'm
Roukhas" he said. "Headman here, a least until dl you folk came.”

"We don't want what's yours, Roukhas," Krigpos father assured him. He smiled asour smile. "Truthiis,
I'd be just as glad never to have met you, because that'd mean | was il back in Videssos." Even
Roukhas nodded at that, managing awry chuckle. Phostis went on, "We're here, though, and | don't see
much point in having to build from scratch when therere al these places ready to hand.”

"Aye, wdl, put that way, | suppose you have apoint.” Roukhas stepped backward and waved Phostis
toward the house he had chosen.

Asif his concesson were some sort of Sgnd, the rest of the longtime inhabitants of the village hurried up
to mingle with the new arrivas. Indeed, they fell on them like long-lost cousins—as, Krigposthought, a
little surprised at himsdlf, they were,

"They didn't even know what the Avtokrator's name was," Krigpos mother marveled asthe family settled
down to deep on the ground inside their new house.

"Aye, well, they need to worry about the khagan more,” hisfather answered. Phostis yawned an
enormousyawn. "A lot of 'em, too, were born right here, not back home. | shouldn't be surprised if they
didn't even remember there was an Avtokrator."

"But till," Krispos mother said, "they talked with us as we would with someone from the capita, from
Videssos the city—someone besides the tax man, | mean. And were from the back of beyond.”

"No, Tatze, wejust got there," hisfather answered. "If you doubt it, wait till you see how busy were
going to be." He yawned again. "Tomorrow."

Lifeon afarm isnever easy. Over the next weeks and months, Krispos found out just how hard it could
be. If he was not gathering straw for hisfather to bind into yealms and put up on the roof to repair the
thatch, then he was fetching clay from the streambank to mix with roots and more straw and goet hair
and dung to make daub to patch the wals.

Making and dapping on the daub was at least fun. He had the chance to get filthy while doing just what
his parents told him. He carried more clay for his mother to shape into abaking oven. Like the one back
at hisold village, it looked like abeehive.

He spent alot of timewith hismother and little sister, working in the vegetabl e plots close by the houses.
Except for the few Hill kept up by the handful of people here before the newcomers arrived, those had
been alowed to run down. He and Evdokiaweeded until their hands blistered, then kept right on. They
plucked bugs and snails from the beans and cabbages, the onions and vetch, the beets and turnips.
Krispos yelled and screamed and jumped up and down to scare away marauding crows and sparrows
and starlings. That was fun, too.

He a0 kept the village chickens and ducks away from the vegetables. Soon hisfather got a couple of



laying hens by doing some timber cutting for one of the established villagers. Krigpostook care of them,
too, and spread their manure over the vegetables.

He did more scarecrow duty out in the fields of wheet and oats and barley, dong with the rest of the
children. With more new arrivasthan boysand girlsbornin thevillage, that timein thefidldswasaso a
time of testing, to see who was strong and who was clever. Krispos held his own and then some; even
boys who had two more summers than he did soon learned to give him awide berth.

He managed to find time for mischief. Roukhas never figured out who put the rotten egg under the straw,
right where he liked to lay his head. The farmer and hisfamily did deep outdoors for the next two days,
until their house aired out enough to be livable again. And Evdokiaran calling for her mother one day
when she came back from washing hersdlf in the stream and found her clothes moving by themsalves,

Unlike Roukhas, Tatze had no trouble deducing how the toad had got into Evdokias shift. Krispos dept
on his somach that night.

Helping one of the dower newcomers get hisroof into shape for the gpproaching fal rains earned
Krigpos father apiglet—and Krisposthe job of looking after it. "It'sasow, t0o," hisfather said with
some satisfaction. "Next year well breed it and have plenty of pigs of our own." Krispos looked forward
to pork stew and ham and bacon—>but not to more pig-tending.

Sheep the village dso had, asmall flock owned in common, more for wool than for meat. With so many
people arriving with only the clothes on their backs, the sheep were sheared a second time that year, and
the lambs, too. Krispos mother spent awhile each evening spinning thread and she began to teach
Evdokiathe art. She set up aloom between two forked posts outs de the house, so she could turn the
spunyarninto cloth.

There were no cattle. The Kubratoi kept them all. Cattle, in Kubrat, were wedth, dmost like gold. A
pair of donkeys plowed for the villagersinstead of oxen.

Krigpos father fretted over that, saying, "Oxen have hornsto attach the yoke to, but with donkeysyou
have to fasten it round their necks, so they chokeif they pull hard againgt it." But Roukhas showed him
the specia donkey-collars they had, modeled after the ones the Kubratoi used for the horsesthat pulled
their yurts. He came away from the demonstration impressed. "Who would have thought the barbarians
could come up with something so useful ?*

What they had not come up with was any way to make grapes grow north of the mountains. Everyone
ate apples and pears, instead, and drank beer. The newcomers never stopped grumbling about that,
though some of the beer had honey added to it so it was amost as sweet aswine.

Not having grapes made life different in smal ways aswell aslarge. One day Krispos father brought
home a couple of rabbits he had killed in the field. His mother chopped the mest fine, spiced it with
garlic—and then stopped short. "How can | stuff it into grape leavesif there aren't any grape leaves?”
She sounded more upset at not being able to cook what she wanted than she had over being uprooted
and forced to trek to Kubrat; it made the uprooting hit home. Phostis patted her on the shoulder, turned
to his son. "Run over to Roukhas house and find out what Ivera usesin place of grape leaves. Quick,
now!"

Krigpos soon came scampering back. "Cabbage," he announced importantly.
"It won't bethe same," his mother said. It wasn't, but Krispos thought it was good.

Harvest came sooner than it would have in the warmer south. The grown men cut first the barley, then the



oats and whest, going through the fields with sickles. Krispos and the rest of the children followed to pick
up the grains that fell to the ground. Most went into the sacks they carried; afew they ate. And &fter the
grain was gathered, the men went through the fieds again, cutting down the golden straw and tying it into
sheaves. Then the children, two to a sheaf, dragged it back to the village. Findly, the men and women
hauled buckets of dung from the middens to manure the ground for the next planting.

Once the grain was harvested, it was time to pick the beans and to chop down the plants so they could
be fed to the pigs. And then, with the grain and beans in degp storage pits—except for some of the
barley, which was set aside for brewing—the whole village seemed to take a deep breath.

"I was worried, when we came here, whether we'd be able to grow enough to get al of usthrough the
winter," Krigpos father said one evening, taking along pull on amug of beer. "Now, though, Phosthe
lord of the great and good mind be praised, | think we have enough and to spare.”

His mother said, "Don't speak too soon."”
"Comeon, Tatze, what could go wrong?' hisfather answered, smiling. "It'sin the ground and safe.”

Two days|later, the Kubratoi came. They camein greater numbers and with more wegpons than they'd
had escorting the new villagers away from the mass of Videssian captives. At their shouted orders, the
villagers opened one storage pit in three and loaded the precious grain onto packhorses the wild men had
brought with them. When they were done, the Kubratoi trotted off to plunder the next village.

Krigpos father stood along time, staring down into the empty yard-deep holes in the sandy soil back of
thevillage. Findly, with great deliberation, he spat into one of them. "Locudts," he said bitterly. "They ae
usout just like locusts. We would have had plenty, but well dl be hungry before spring comes.™

"We ought to fight them next time, Phostis" said one of the younger men who had come from the same
village asKrigpos and hisfamily. "Make them pay for whet they sted.”

But Krigpos father sadly shook his head. "I wish we could, Stankos, when | see what they've doneto us.
They'd massacre us, though, | fear. They're soldiers, and it's the nature of soldiersto take. Farmers
endure”

Roukhaswas gtill Phogtis riva for influencein the village, but now he agreed with him. "Four or five years
ago the village of Gomatou, over acouple of dayswest of here, tried rising up against the Kubratoi," he
sad.

"Well? What happened to it?" Stankos asked.
"It'snot there any more," Roukhas said bleakly. "We watched the smoke go up into the sky."

No one spoke of rebellion again. To Krigpos, charging out against the Kubratoi with sword and lance
and bow and driving them al back north over the Adtris River to the plains from which they'd come
would have been the most gloriousthing in theworld. It was one of his playmates favorite games. In
truth, though, the wild men were the ones with the arms and armor and horses and, more important till,
both the skill and will to use them.

Farmers endure, Krisposthought. He didn't like just enduring. He wondered if that meant he shouldn't
be afarmer. What € se could he be, though? He had no idea.

The village got through the winter, which was fiercer than any Krispos remembered. Even the feast and



celebrations of Midwinter's Day, the day when the sun finally turned north in the sky, had to be forgotten
because of the blizzard raging outside.

Krispos grew to hate being cooped up and idle in the house for weeks on end. South of the mountains,
even midwinter gave dayswhen he could go out to play in the snow. Those were few and far between
here. Even afreezing trip out to empty the chamber pot on the dung heap or help hisfather haul back
firewood made him glad to return to the warm—if stuffy and smoky—air insde.

Spring came at last and brought with it mud almost as oppressive as the snow had been. Plowing,
harrowing, sowing, and weeding followed, plunging Krispos back into the endless round of farm work
and making him long for the lazy days of winter once more. That fal, the Kubratoi cameto take their
unfair share of the harvest once more.

The year after that, they came acouple of other times, riding through the fields and trampling down long
swathes of growing grain. Asthey rode, they whooped and yelled and grinned at the helpless farmers
whose [abor they were wrecking.

"Drunk, the lot of 'em,” Krigpos father said the night after it happened the first time, his mouth tight with
disgust. "Pity they didn't fal off their horses and break their fool necks—that'd send ‘em down to Skotos
where they belong.”

"Better to thank Phosthat they didn't come into the village and hurt people instead of plants,” Krispos
mother said. Phostis only scowled and shook his head.

Listening, Krispos found himself agreeing with hisfather. What the Kubratoi had done was wrong, and
they'd doneit on purpose. If he ddliberately did something wrong, he got walloped for it. The villagers
were not strong enough to wallop the Kubratoi, so let them spend eternity with the dark god and see
how they liked that.

When fal came, of course, the Kubratoi took as much grain asthey had before. If, thanksto them, less
was | eft for the village, that was the village's hard luck.

The wild men played those same games the next year. That year, too, awoman who had gone down to
the stream to bathe never came back. When the villagers went looking for her, they found hoofprints
from severd horsesin the clay by the stream-bank.

Krispos father held his mother very close when the news swept through the village. " Now | will thank
Phos, Tatze," he said. "It could have been you."

One dawn late in the third spring after Krispos came to Kubrat, barking dogs woke the villagers even
before they would have risen on their own. Rubbing their eyes, they stumbled from their housesto find
themselves staring at a couple of dozen armed and mounted Kubratoi. The riders carried torches. They
scowled down from horseback at the confused and frightened farmers.

Krispos hair tried to rise a the back of his neck. He hadn't thought, lately, about the night the Kubratoi
had kidnapped him and everyone dsein hisvillage. Now the memories—and the terror—of that night
flooded back. But where e se could the wild men take them from here? Why would they want to?

One of theridersdrew his sword. The villagers drew back a Pace. Someone moaned. But the Kubrati
did not attack with the curved blade. He pointed instead, westward. "Y ou comewith us," hesaid in
gutturally accented Videssan. "Now."

Krigpos father asked the questions the boy was thinking: "Where? Why?"



"Where| say, man bound to the earth. Because | say." Thistime the horseman's gesture with the sword
wasthreatening.

At nine, Krispos knew more of the world and its harsh ways than he had at six. Still, he did not hesitate.
He sprang toward the Kubrati. Hisfather grabbed a him to haul him back, too late. Y ou leave him
alone!" Krispos shouted up at therider.

The man snarled at him, teeth gleaming whitein the torchlight'sflicker. The sword swung up. Krispos
mother screamed. Then the wild man hesitated. He thrust his torch down amost into Krispos face.
Suddenly, astonishingly, the snarl became agrin. The Kubrati said something in hisown language. His
comrades exclaimed, then roared laughter.

He dropped back into Videssan. "Ha, little khagan, you forget me? Good thing | remember you, or you
diethismorning. Y ou defy me once before, in Videssos. How does farmer boy cometo have
man's—Kubrati man's—spirit in him?”

Krigpos hadn't recognized the rider who'd captured him and hisfamily. If the man recognized him,
though, he would turn it to his advantage. "Why are you here? What do you want with us now?"

"To take you away." The scowl came back to the Kubrati's face. "Videssos has paid ransom for you.
We haveto let you go." He sounded anything but delighted at the prospect.

"Ransom?' Theword spread through the villagers, at first dowly and in hushed, disbelieving tones, then
louder and louder till they dl shouted it, nearly deliriouswith joy. "Ransom!™

They danced round the Kubratoi, past hatred and fear dissolved in the powerful water of freedom. It
was, Krigposthought, like aMidwinter's Day celebration somehow magically dropped into springtime.
Soon riders and villagers were hoisting wooden mugs of beer together. Barrdl after barrel was broken
open. Littlewould be | €eft for later, but what did that matter? They would not be herelater. A new cry
took the place of "Ransom!™

"Were going home!"

Evdokiawas puzzled. "What does everyone mean, Krispos, we're going home? Isn't this home?"
"No, slly, the place Mother and Father talk about al thetimeis our real home."

"Oh." Hissigter bardly remembered Videssos. "How isit different?’

"It's..." Krigposwasn't too clear on that himsdlf, not after dmost three years. "It's better," hefinished at
last. That seemed to satisfy her. Hewondered if it wastrue. His own memories of life south of the
mountains had grown hazy.

The Kubratoi seemed in asbig ahurry to get rid of their Videssian captives asthey had been to get them
into Kubrat in thefirst place. Evdokia had trouble keeping up; sometimes Krigpos father had to carry her
for astretch, evenif it shamed her. Krispos made the three days of hard marching on his own, but they
left hisfeet blistered and him deegping like adead man each night.

At last the villagers and hundreds more like them reached abroad, shalow valey. With an eyerapidly
growing wiser to the ways of farming, Krispos saw that it was better land than what hisvillagetilled. He
aso saw severd large and splendid yurts and, in the distance, the flocks by which the Kubratoi lived.
That explained why the valey was not farmed.

The wild men herded the Videssiansinto pens much like those in which the peasants kept goats. They



posted guards around them so no one would even think of clambering over the branches and sneaking
off. Fear began to replace the farmer'sjubilation. "Are we truly to be ransomed,” someone shouted, "or
sold like so many beasts?'

"Y ou keep till! Big ceremony coming tomorrow,” yelled aKubrati who spoke Videssan. He climbed up
onto the fencing of the pen and pointed. " See over there. There tents of Videssos men, and Empir€'s
banner, too. No tricks now."

Krisposlooked in the direction the man's arm had given. He was too short to see out of the pen. "Pick
me up, Father!"

Hisfather did, then, with agrunt of effort, set the boy on his shoulders. Krigpos saw the tops of severa
square tents not far from the yurts held noticed before. Sure enough, a sky-blue flag with agold sunburst
onit snapped in front of one of them. "Is that Videssos banner?' he asked. Try as he would, he could
not recall it.

"Aye, it'sours" hisfather said. "Thetax collector dways used to show it when he came. I'm gladder to
seeit now than | wasthen, I'll tell you that." He put Krigpos down.

"Let mesee! My turn! Let me seel” Evdokia squealed. Phostis sighed, then smiled. He picked up his
daughter.

The next morning, the peasants got far better fare than they'd had on the trek to the valey: roasted
mutton and beef, with plenty of the flat whestcakes the Kubratoi baked in place of leavened bread.
Krigpos atetill hisbely fdt like burgting from joy and he washed down the meat with along swig from a
leather bucket of maresmilk.

"1 wonder what the ceremony the wild man talked about will be like" hismother said.

"I wish we could see more of it," hisfather added. "Weren't for us, after dl, it wouldn't be happening.
Not right to leave us penned up whileit'sgoing on."

A little later, the Kubratoi let the farmers out of the pens. "Thisway! Thisway!" the nomads who spoke
Videssian shouted, urging the crowd aong toward the yurts and tents.

Krispos spotted the wild men he had yelled at on the day he was captured and on the day he started
back to freedom. The Kubrati was peering into the mass of peasants as they walked by him. Hiseye
caught Krispos. He grinned. "Ho, little khagan, | ook for you. Y ou come with me—you part of

"What, me? Why?" As he spoke, though, Krispos cut across the flow of people toward the Kubrati.

The now-dismounted rider took him by the shoulder, as hisfather did sometimes. "Khagan Omurtag, he
want some Videssan to talk to envoy from Empire, stand for al you people in magic, while envoy paying
gold to get you back. | tell him about you, how bold you are. He say dl right.”

"Oh. Oh, my!" Excitement ousted fear. Khagan Omurtag, in Krigpos imagination, was ninefeet high, with
teeth like awolf's. And an envoy from the Avtokrator should be even more magnificent—tall, handsome,
heroic, clad in gilded chain mail, and carrying an enormous sword... .

Redlity waslessdramétic, asredlity hasaway of being. The Kubratoi had built alittle platform of hides
sretched across timbers. None of the four men who stood on it was nine feet tal, none wore gilded chain



mail. Then the wild man lifted Krigpos, and he was on the platform, too.

"Pretty boy," murmured ashort, sour-faced man in arobe of green silk shot through with slver threads.
Heturned to the Kubrati standing across from him. "All right, Omurtag, he's here. Get on with your
miserable hegthenrite, if you think you mugt.”

Krigpos waited for the sky to fall. No matter that the khagan of Kubrat was neither especialy tal nor
especidly lupine—was, in fact, quite an ordinary-looking Kubrati save that hisfurs were of marten and
sable, not fox and rabbit. He was the khagan. Taking that way to him had to cost aman his head.

But Omurtag only threw back hishead and laughed. "Sweet as dways, lakovitzes" he sad. His
Videssian was as smooth and polished as the envoy's, and agood deal more so than Krispos. "The
magic sedsthe bargain, aswdl you know."

"Phos watches over dl bargains from above the sun." lakovitzes nodded to the man in a blue robe behind
him. Dim memories stirred in Krigpos. Hed seen such men with shaved heads before, though not in
Kubrat; thefellow was apriest.

"So you say," Omurtag answered. "My enaree here knows the spirits of ground and wind. They are
closer than any lofty god abovethe sun, and | trust them further.”

The enaree was the first grown man Krispos had ever seen who cut off his beard. It made him look like
an enormous little boy—till one looked into his eyes. They saw farther than boys ... farther than men's
had any business seeing, too, Krispos thought nervoudly.

The khagan turned to him. "Come here, lad.”

For asplit second, Krigpos hung back. Then he thought that he had been chosen for his boldness. He
sraightened his back, put his chin up, and waked over to Omurtag. The tight-stretched hides vibrated
under hisfeet, asif they were an enormous drumhegad.

"We have your people,” Omurtag intoned, taking hold of Krigpos arm with hisleft hand. His grip was
firm and hard. His right hand plucked a dagger from hisbelt, set it at the boy's throat. Krispos stood very
gtill. The khagan went on, "They are ours, to do with aswewill."

"The Empire has gold and will pay for their safe return.” lakovitzes sounded, of al things, bored. Krispos
was suddenly sure held performed this ceremony many times before.

"Let usseethat gold," the khagan said. His voice was ill formal, but anything but bored. He stared
avidly at the pouch lakovitzes withdrew from within afold of hisrobe.

The Videssan envoy drew out asingle bright coin, gaveit to Omurtag. "L et this goldpiece stand for dl,
asthe boy does," lakovitzes said.

Omurtag passed the coin to the enaree. He muttered over it; the hand that was not holding it movedin
tiny passes. Krispos saw the Videssian priest scowl, but the man held his peace. The enaree spokein the
Kubrati tongue. "He declaresit isgood gold,” Omurtag said to | akovitzes.

"Of courseit'sgood gold," 1akovitzes snapped, breaking the ritua. " The Empire hasn't coined anything
elsefor hundreds of years. Should we start now, it would be for something more important than

ransoming ragged peasants.”

The khagan laughed out loud. "I think your tongue was stung by awasp one day, lakovitzes," he said,
then returned to the pattern of the ceremony. "He declaresit is good gold. Thusthe people are yours.”



He gently pushed Krispos toward lakovitzes.

The envoy'stouch waswarm, alive. He moved his hand on Krispos back in away that was strange and
familiar a the sametime. "Hdlo, pretty boy," |akovitzes murmured. Krispos recognized the tone and
reglized why the caress had that familiarity to it: hisfather and mother acted like thiswith each other when
they fdt like making love.

Having lived dl hislifein aone-room house with his parents, having dept in the same bed with them, he
knew what sex was about. That variations could exig, variations that might include him and lakovitzes,
had not occurred to him before, though. Now that it did, he found he did not much care for it. He moved
haf a step awvay from the Avtokrator's envoy.

lakovitzes jerked back his hand asif surprised to discover what it had been up to. Glancing at him,
Krispos doubted he was. His face was a mask that must have taken years to perfect. Seeing Krispos
eye upon him, he gave atiny shrug. If you don't want it, too bad for you, he seemed to say.

Aloud, the words he spoke were quite different. "It is accomplished," he said loudly. Then heturned to
the crowd of peasants gathered in front of the platform. "People of Videssos, you are redeemed!” he
cried. "The Phos-guarded Avtokrator Rhaptes redeems you from your long and horrid captivity in this
dark and barbarous land, from your toil under the degrading domination of brutal and terrible masters.
Masters? No, rather let me call them robbers, for they robbed you of the liberty rightfully yours..."

The speech went on for sometime. Krisposwas at first impressed and then overwhelmed with the
buckets of big words lakovitzes poured over the heads of the fanners. Over our headsis right, the boy
thought. He was missing one word in three, and doubted anyone € se in the crowd was doing much
better.

He yawned. Seeing that, Omurtag grinned and winked. lakovitzes, caught up now in the full flow of his
rhetoric, never noticed.

The khagan waggled afinger. Krispos walked back over to him. Again lakovitzes paid no attention,
though Krigpos felt the eyes of both priest and enaree upon him.

"Here, lad," Omurtag said—softly, so as not to disrupt lakovitzes speech. Y ou take this, as areminder
of theday." He handed Krispos the goldpiece | akovitzes had given him to symbolize the Videssians
ransoming.

Behind lakovitzes, the blue-robed priest of Phos jerked violently, asif abee had stung him. He made the
circular sun-sign over the left sde of hisbreast. And Omurtag's own enaree grabbed the khagan and
whispered harshly and urgently into hisear.

Omurtag shoved the seer aside, so hard that the enaree amost tumbled off the edge of the platform. The
khagan snarled something a him in the Kubrati tongue, then returned to Videssan to tdl Krispos, "The
fool saysthat, sncethis coin was used in our ceremony here, with it | have given you the Videssian
people. Whatever will you do with them, little farmer boy?"

He laughed uproarioudy at his own wit, loud enough to make lakovitzes pause and glare a him before
resuming his harangue. Krispos laughed, too. Past tunic and sandas—and now this coin—had never
owned anything. And the idea of having awhole people was absurd, anyhow.

"Go on back to your mother and father,” Omurtag said when he had control of himself again. Krigpos
hopped down from the platform. He kept tight hold of the goldpiece Omurtag had given him.



"The sooner we're out of Kubrat and the faster we're back in civilization, the better,” 1akovitzes declared
to whoever would listen. He pressed the pace back to Videssos harder than the Kubratoi had when they
were taking the peasants away.

The redeemed Videssans did not leave by the same winding, narrow pass through which they had
entered Kubrat. They used awider, easier route some milesfarther west. An old graveled highway ran
down it, one that became broad and well maintained on the Videssian side of the mountains.

"Y ou'd think the Kubrati road used to be part of thisone here," Krispos remarked.

Neither of his parents answered. They were too worn with walking and with keeping Evdokia on her feet
to have energy |eft over for speculation.

But the priest who had gone to Kubrat with 1akovitzes heard. His name, Krispos had learned, was
Pyrrhos. Ever since Omurtag gave the boy that goldpiece, Pyrrhos had been around agood dedl, asif
keeping an eye on him. Now, from muleback, the priest said, "Y ou speak the truth, lad. Once the road
was one, for once the land was one. Once the whole world, near enough, was one."

Krisposfrowned. "Oneworld? Well, of courseitis, Sr priest. What else could it be?’ Trudging dong
beside him, Phostis smiled; in that moment, son sounded very much like fether.

"Oneworld ruled by Videssos, | mean," Pyrrhos said. "But then, three hundred years ago, on account of
the sins of the Videssan people, Phos suffered the wild Khamorth tribesto roll off the Pardrayan plain
and rape away the great tracts of land that are now the khaganates of Thatagush, K hatrish—and Kubrat.
Those lands remain rightfully ours. One day, when Phosthe lord of the great and good mind judges us
worthy, we shdl reclaim them." He sketched the sun-symbol over his heart.

Krigposwaked awhilein silence, thinking about what the priest had said. Three hundred years meant
nothing to him; Pyrrhos might aswell have said a long time ago or even once upon a time. But Sin,
now—that wasinteresting. "What sort of Sns?' the boy asked.

Pyrrhos long, narrow face grew even longer and narrower as his thin-lipped mouth pursed in
disapproval. "The same sins Skotos—" He spat in the roadway to show his hatred of the dark god.
"—aways setsforth as snares for mankind: the sin of division, from which sprang civil war; the sin of
arrogance, which led the fools of that time to scorn the barbarianstill too late; the sin of luxury, which
made them cling to the great riches they had and not exert themsalvesto preserve those riches for future

generations.”

At that, Krigpos father lifted his head. "Reckon the sin of luxury's one we don't have to worry about
here" hesaid, "seeing as | don't think there's above three people in thiswhole crowd with a second shirt
to cdl their own.”

"You are better for it!" the priest exclaimed. "Y et the sin of luxury lives on; doubt it not. In Videssosthe
city, scores of nobles have robesfor each day of the year, Sir, yet bend all their energy not to helping
their neighbors who have less but rather only to acquiring more, more, and ever more. Their robes will
not warm them againgt the chill of Skotos ice.”

His sermon did not have the effect hed hoped. "A robe for each day of the year,” Krigpos father saidin
wonder. Scowling angrily, Pyrrhos rode off. Phogtis turned to Krigpos. "How'd you like to have that
many robes, son?'



"That sounds like too many to me," Krispossaid. "But | would like asecond shirt.”
"Sowould |, boy," hisfather said, laughing. "Sowould I."

A day or s0 later, acompany of Videssan troopersjoined the returning peasants. Their chain-mail shirts
jingled asthey came up, an accompaniment to the heavy drumroll of their horses hooves. 1akovitzes
handed their leader ascroll. The captain read it, glanced at the farmers, and nodded. He gave | akovitzes
aforma saute, with clenched right fist over his heart.

lakovitzes returned the salute, then rode south at atrot so fast it was dmost agadlop. Pyrrhos [eft the
peasants at the same time, but lakovitzes horse quickly outdistanced hismule. "My lord, be so good as
towait for your servant,” Pyrrhos cdled after him.

lakovitzes was so far ahead by then that Krigpos, who was near the front of the band of peasants, could
barely hear hisreply: "If you think I'll crawl to the city at the pace of ashambling mule, priest, you can
bloody well think again!" The noble soon disappeared round abend in the road. More sedately, Pyrrhos
followed.

Later that day, adirt track from the east ran into the highway. The Videssan captain halted the farmers
while he checked the scroll 1akovitzes had given him. "Fifteen here" hetold his soldiers. They counted of f
the fifteen men they saw, and in amoment fifteen families, escorted by three or four horsemen, headed
down that track. Therest started south again.

Anather siop came beforelong. Thistime, twenty families were detached from the main group. "They're
treating usjust like the Kubratoi did,” Krigpos mother said in some dismay.

"Did you expect we'd get to go back to our old village, Tatze?' hisfather said. She nodded. "I didn't," he
told her. We've been gone agood while now. Someone else will beworking our fidlds; | suppose well
go to fill some holesthat've opened up since.”

So it proved. The next morning, Phostis was one of agroup of thirty peasant men told off by the
Videssan soldiers. Along with the others and their kinsfolk, he, Tatze, Krispos, and Evdokialeft the main
road for awinding path that led west.

They reached their new village late that afternoon. At the sight of it, even Phogtis resignation worethin.
He glared up at one of the troopers who had come with the farmers. "The Kubratoi gave us moreto
work with than this" he said bitterly. Krispos watched his father's shoulders dump. Having to start over
from nothing twice in three years could make any man lose heart.

But the Videssan soldier said, "Take another 1ook at the fellows waiting there for you, farmer. Might be
you'll change your mind."

Phostislooked. So did Krispos. All held noticed before was that there weren't very many menin the
village. He remembered arriving at the onein Kubrat. His father was right: more people had been waiting
there than here. And he saw no one out in the fields. So what good could this handful of men be?

Something about the way they stood asthey waited for the newcomersto reach them made Krigpos
scratch hishead. 1t was different from the way the villagersin Kubrat had stood, but he could not put his
finger on how.

Hisfather could. "I don't believethose arefarmersat dl,” he said dowly.

"Right thefirst time." The trooper grinned at him. "They're pensoned-off veterans. The Avtokrator, Phos
bless him, has established five or six like them in every village were resettling with you people.”



"But what good will they beto us, save maybe as strong backs?' Phogtis said. "I they're not farmers,
well have to show them how to do everything.”

"Maybeyou will, a first," the soldier said, "but you won't have to show 'em the same thing twice very
often, I'll warrant. And could be they'll have athing or two to teach you folk, aswell."

Krigpos father snorted. "What could they teach us?'

He'd meant that for a scornful rhetorical question, but the horseman answered it. "Bow and sword, spear
and shield, maybe even abit of horsawork. The next time the Kubratoi come to haul you people away,
could beyoull give‘'em abit of asurprise. Tell me now, wouldn't you like that?"

Before hisfather could answer, Krispos threw back his head and howled like awolf. Phostis started to
laugh, then stopped abruptly. His hands curled into fists, and he bayed, too, a deep, solid underpinning to
hisson'shighyips.

More and more farmers began to howl, and finally even some of the soldiers. They entered the new
village likeapack at full cry. If the Kubratoi could only hear us, Krispos thought proudly, they'd never
dare come south of the mountains again.

Hewas, &fter dl, till aboy.

For some years, the Kubratoi did not raid into Videssos. Sometimes, in absent moments, Krispos
wondered if Phos had heard his thought and struck fear into the wild men's hearts. Once, when hewas
about twelve, he said as much to one of the retired veterans, atough graybeard cdled Varades.

Varadeslaughed till tearscame. "Ah, lad, | wish it were that easy. I'd sooner spend my time thinking bad
thoughts a my foes than fighting, any day. But morelikdy, | reckon, isthat old Omurtag <till hasn't gone
through al the gold Rhaptes sent him to buy you back. When he does—"

"When he does, welll drive the Kubratoi away!" Krigpos made cut-and-thrust motions with the wooden
sword he was holding. Grown men, these days, practiced with real weapons, the veterans had been
issued enough for everyone. A spear and a hunting bow hung on the wall of Krispos house.

"Maybe," Varades said. "Just maybe, if it'sasmall band bent on robbery instead of afull-sized invasion.
The Kubratoi know how to fight; not much else, maybe, but that for certain. Y ou farmerswon't ever be
anything but amateur soldiers, so | wouldn't even try taking ‘em on without agood advantage in
numbers.”

"What then?' Krigpos said. "'If there'stoo many, do we let them herd us off to Kubrat again?"
"Better that than getting killed to no purpose and having them herd off your mother and sisters even s0."

Krispos second sister, Kosta, had just turned two. He thought of her being forced to trek north, and of
his mother trying to care for her and Evdokia both. After amoment, he thought of his mother trying to do
al that while mourning hisfather and him. He did not like any of those thoughts.

"Maybe the Kubratoi just won't come," he said at last.



Varades laughed again, as boisteroudy as before. "Oh, aye, and maybe one of the village jackassesd win
all the hippodrome races down in Videssos the city. But you'd better not count on it." He grew serious. "I
don't want you to mistake my meaning, boy. Sooner or later, they'll come. The whoresons always do."

By the time Krigpos was fourteen, he was close to being astall as hisfather. The down on hisface began
to turn dark; his voice cracked and broke, generally at moments when he least wanted it to.

Hewas dready doing aman'swork in the fields. Now, though, Varades and the other veteranslet him
dart using real arms. The wire-wound hilt of asted sword felt nothing like the wooden toy held swung
before. Withit in hishand, hefelt like a soldie—more, like ahero.

Hefdt likeahero, that is, until |dalkos—the veteran who had given him the blade—proceeded to disarm
him half adozen timesin the next ten minutes. Thelast time, instead of letting him pick up the sword and
go on with the lesson, Idalkos chased him hafway acrossthe village. "Y ou'd better run!" he roared,
pounding after Krispos. "If | catch you, I'll carve hams off you." Only onething saved Krigpos from being
even more humiliated than he was:. the veteran had terrorized a good many people the same way—some
of them Phodtis age.

Findly, puffing, Idalkos stopped. "Here, come back, Krispos," he caled. "Y ou've had your first lesson
now, whichisthat it's not as easy asit |ooks."

"It sureisn't,” Krispos said. As he walked dowly back toward Idalkos, he heard someone giggle. His
head whipped around. Therein her doorway stood Zoranne the daughter of Tzykaasthe cobbler, a
pretty girl about Krispos age. Hisearsfdt on fire. If sheld watched hiswholeignominious flight—

"Pay the chit no mind," Idalkos said, asif reading histhoughts. "Y ou did what you had to do: | had a
sword and you didn't. But suppose you didn't have room to run. Suppose you werein the middle of a
whole knot of men when you lost your blade. What would you do then?"

Die, Krigpos thought. He wished he could die, so he wouldn't have to remember Zoranne's giggle. But
that wasn't the answer Idalkos was looking for. "Wrestle, | suppose,” he said after amoment.

"Would you?" Krigpos put down the sword. He set himsdlf, leaning forward dightly from thewaist, feet
wide apart. "Here, I'm an old man. Seeif you can throw me."

Krigpos sprang a him. Hed aways done well in the scuffles among boys. He was bigger and stronger
than the ones his own age, and quicker, too. If he could pay back Idalkosfor some of his
embarrassment—

The next thing he knew, hisface wasin the dirt, the veteran riding his back. He heard Zoranne laugh
again and had to fight back tears of fury. "Y ou fight dirty," he snarled.

"You bet | do," Idakos said cheerfully. "Want to learn how? Maybe you'l toss me right through adung
heap onefine day, impressyour girl there."

"Shelsnot my girl," Krigpos said asthe veteran let him up. Still, the picture was attractive—and so was
theideaof throwing Idakaos through adung heap. "All right, show me what you did."

"A hand on the arm, a push on the back, and then you twist-so—and take the fellow you're fighting down
over your leg. Here, I'll run you through it dow, acouple of times."

"l see" Krigpos said after awhile. By then they were both filthy, from spilling each other in the dirt. "Now



how do | block it when someonetriesto do it to me?"

Idalkos scar-seamed face lit up. Y ou know, lad, I've taught my little trick to half adozen men here,
maybe more. Y ou're the first one with the wit to ask that question. What you doisthis... ."

That wasthe gart of it. For therest of that summer and into fal, until it got too cold to spend much time
outside, Krisposlearned wrestling from ldalkos in every spare moment he had. Those momentswere
never enough to suit him, not squeezed asthey were into the work of the harvest, carefor the village's
livestock, and occasiona work with wegpons other than Krispos increasingly well-honed body.

"Thing s, you're pretty good, and you'll get better,” Idalkos said one chilly day in early autumn. He flexed
hiswrist, winced, flexed it again. "No, that's not broken after al. But | won't be sorry when the snow
comes, no indeed | won't—give me a chance to stay indoors and hed up till spring.”

All the veteranstalked like that, and dl of them were in better shape than any farmer their age—or ten
years younger, too. Just when someone started to believe them, they'd do something like what 1dalkos
had done the first time they wrestled.

So Krispos only snorted. "'l suppose that means you'll be too battered to come out with the rest of uson
Midwinter's Day," he said, voicefull of syrupy regret.

"Think you're smart, don't you?' Idalkos made asiif to grab Krigpos. He sprang back—one of the things
held learned was to take nothing for granted. The veteran went on, "Thefirst year | don't celebrate
Midwinter's Day, sonny, you go out to my grave and make the sun-sign over it, ‘cause that'swhere I'll
mll

Snow garted faling six weeks before Midwinter's Day, the day of the winter solstice. Most of the
veterans had served in the far west against Makuran. They complained about what a hard winter it was
going to be. No one who had spent timein Kubrat paid any attention to them. The farmers went about
their business, mending fences, repairing plows and other tools, doing woodwork ... and getting ready for
the chief fedtiva of their year.

Midwinter's Day dawned freezing but clear. Low in the south, the sun hurried acrossthe sky. The
villagers prayerswent with it, to keep Skotos from snatching it out of the heavens atogether and plunging
the world into eternal darkness.

Asif to add to the light, bonfires burned in the village square. Krisposran at one, his hide boots kicking
up snow. He legped over the blaze. "Burn, ill-luck!" he shouted when he wasright aboveit. A moment
later, more snow flew as he thudded down.

Evdokia cameright behind him. Her wish againgt bad luck came out more as a scream—thiswasthe first
year shewas big enough to leap fires. Krigpos steadied her when she landed clumsily. She grinned up at
him. Her cheeks glowed with cold and excitement.

"Who'sthat?' she said, peering back through the shimmering air above the flames to see who came next.
"Oh, it's Zoranne. Come on, let's get out of her way."

Pushed by hissster, Krispos waked away from thefire. His eyeswere not the only onesin the village
that followed Zoranne as she flew through the ar over it. Shelanded amost as heavily as Evdokia had. If
Evdokia hadn't made him move, he thought, he could have been the one to help Zoranne back up.

"Younger sgtersredly areanuisance" he declared loftily.



Evdokia showed him he was right: she scooped up a handful of snow and pressed it against the side of
his neck, then ran away while he was gtill writhing. Bellowing mingled outrage and laughter, he chased
her, pausing a couple of timesto make asnowball and fling it at her.

One snowbal | missed Evdokia but caught Varadesin the shoulder. " So you want to play that way, do
you?' the veteran roared. He threw one back at Krispos. Krispos ducked. The snowball hit someone
behind him. Soon everyone was throwing them—at friends, foes, and whoever happened to bein the
wrong place at the right time. Peopl€'s hats and shegpskin coats were so splashed with white that the

village began to look asif it had been taken over by snowmen.

Out came several men, Phostis among them, wearing dresses they must have borrowed from a coupl e of
the biggest, heaviest women in the village. They put on awicked burlesque of what they imagined their
wives and daughters did while they were out working in the fields. It consisted of gossiping, pointing
fingerswhile they gossiped, esting, and drinking wine, lots of wine. Krigpos father did afineturn asa
tipsy lady who wastaking so furioudy she never noticed faling off her stool but lay on the ground, il
chattering away.

The mal e spectators chortled. The women pelted the actors with more snowballs. Krispos ducked back
into his house for acup of winefor himself. He wished it was hot, but no one wanted to stay indoors and
tend a pot of mulled wine, not today.

The sun sat as he came back to the square. The village's women and girls were having their revenge.
Dressed in men's short tunics and doing their best not to shiver, severa of them pretended to be hunters
bragging about the immense size of their kill—till one of them, fagtidioudy holding it by the tail, displayed
amouse.

Thistime, the watching women cheered and most of the men jeered and threw snow. Krispos did
neither. One of thefemale "hunters’ was Zoranne. The tunic she wore came down only to mid-thigh; her
nipples, siff from the cold, pressed againgt itsthin fabric. Ashe looked and looked, hefelt aheat grow in
him that had nothing to do with thewine held drunk.

At last the women skipped away, to thunderous applause. More skits came in quick succession, these
mocking thefoibles of particular villagers: Tzykaas effortsto grow hair on his bad head—in the skit, he
raised afine crop of hay—Varades habit of breaking wind, and more.

Then Krispos watched in dismay as a couple of fanners, plainly intended to be Idalkos and him,
practiced wrestling. The embrace in which they ended was more obscene than athletic The villagers
whooped and cheered them on.

Krispos stamped away, head down. He was at an age when he could laugh at others, but could not bear
to have them laugh at him. All he wanted to do was get away from the hateful noise Because he was not
watching where he was going, he dmost ran into someone coming back toward the center of the village.
"Sorry," he muttered and kept walking.

"What'swrong, Krispos?' Helooked up, startled. It was Zoranne's voice. Sheld changed back into her
own long skirt and a coat, and looked a good deal warmer for it. "What'swrong?' she said again.

"Those stupid jokers back there, that'swhat,” he burst out, "making asif when Idalkosand | wrestle, we
don't just wrestle." Half hisrage evaporated as soon as he said out loud what was bothering him. He
began to fed foolish ingtead.

Zoranne did not help by gtarting to laugh. "It's Midwinter's Day, Krigpos,” shesaid. "It'sdl infun." He
knew that, which only made matters worse. She went on, "Anything can happen on Midwinter's Day,



and no onewill pay any mind to it the day after. Am | right?'

"l suppose s0." He sounded surly, even to himself. "Besides,” she said, "it'snot asif what they made out
wastrue, isit?'

"Of coursenot," he said, so indignantly that his changing voice left the last word a high-pitched squesk.
Asif from nowhere, the memory of lakovitzes hand on hisback stirred in his mind. Maybe that was part
of why the skit had got under his skin so.

Shedid not seem to notice. "Well, then," she said. Back by the bonfires, most of the villagerseruptedin
laughter at some new skit. Krispos realized how quiet it was out here near the edge of the village, how
aone he and Zoranne were. The memory of how she'd looked capering in that brief tunic rose again.
Without his conscious mind willing it, he took astep toward her. At the same moment, shewastaking a
step toward him. They amost bumped into each other. She laughed again. "Anything can happen on
Midwinter's Day," she said softly.

When Krigposfled that embarrassing skit, he hadn't worried about picking a direction. Perhaps not
surprisingly, held ended up not far from his own house; asusud, hisfather had preferred one on the
outskirts of the village. Suddenly that seemed like a blessing from Phos. Krispos gathered his courage,
reached out, and took Zoranne's arm. She pressed hersdlf to hisside.

His heart hammering, he led her to his doorway. They went inside together. He quickly shut the door
behind them to keep the heat from thefirepit in the middle of the floor from getting out.

"Wed better hurry,” he said anxioudy.

Just then, more laughter came from the center of the village. Zoranne smiled. "We have sometime, |
think." She shrugged off her coat, got out of her skirt. Krispostried to undress and watch her at the same
time, and dmost fell over. Findly, after what ssemed much too long, they sank to the straw bedding.

Krigpos soon learned what everyone must: that knowing how man and woman join is not enough to keep
that first joining from being one surprise after another. Nothing he thought he knew made him reedy for
the taste of Zoranne's soft skin againgt hislips; the fed of her breast in his hand; the way the whole world
seemed to disappear but for her body and his.

Asit does, it returned al too quickly. "Y ou're squashing me," Zoranne said. Brisk and practical, she sat
up and picked bits of straw from her hair, then from his.

Given alittle more time and alittle |ess nervousness, he might have enjoyed thet. Asit was, her touch
made him spring up and scramble into his clothes. She dressed, too—not with that frantic haste, but not
taking her time, either.

Something e se he did not know was whether held pleased her, or even how to find out. "Will we ... 7' he
began. The rest of the question seemed stuck in his mouth.

Zoranne did not help much. "1 don't know. Will we?"
"I hope s0," Krigpos blurted.

"Men aways hope so—that's what women dways say, anyhow.” She unbent abit then. "Well, maybe
we will—but not now. Now we ought to get back to where everyoneelseis.”

He opened the door. The freezing air outside hit him like ablow. Zoranne said, "We should go back
separatey. The grandmothers have enough to gossip about aready.”



"Oh." Krigpos had wanted to shout it from the housetops. If Zoranne didn't... "All right.” He could not
keep the disgppointment out of hisvoice, though.

"Comeon," shesaid impatiently. "I told you thiswouldn't be the last time." Asamatter of fact, she hadn't
quite said that before. Thus encouraged, Krispos willingly shut the door again and watched Zoranne dip
off into the night.

She kept her word, if not as often as Krigpos would have liked. Every taste he had of her, every timethe
two of them managed not to be busy and to be ableto find privacy, only made him want her more. Not
knowing a better name, he thought of that aslove.

Then, for awhile, his own afternoons were occupied: Varades taught him and a couple of younger boys
their letters. He learned them without too much trouble; being able to read and write his own name was
amogt asexciting, initsown way, as sporting with Zoranne.

Hewould have liked it even more had the village had anything much to read. "Why did you show us our
lettersif we can't use them?' he complained to Varades.

"To give mysdlf something to do, as much as any other reason,” the veteran answered frankly. He thought
for amoment. "Tell you what. We might beg a copy of Phos scripture the next time a blue-robe comes
around. I'll go through it with you, best I can.”

When Varades asked him, a couple of weeks|later, the priest nodded. "I'll have one copied out for you
sraightaway," he promised. Krispos, who was standing behind Varades, felt like cheering until the man
went on, "Y ou understand, it will take afew months. The monasteries scriptoriaare dways behind, I'm

sorry to say."
"Monthd" Krigpos said in dismay. He was sure he would forget everything before the book arrived.

But hedid not. Hisfather made him scraich lettersin the dirt every day. "High time we had somebody in
the family who can read,” Phogtissaid. "Y ou'll be able to keep the tax man from chesting us any worse
than tax men dways do."

Krigpos got another chance to use his skill that spring, before either the scripture or the tax collector
arrived. Zoranne's father Tzykalas had spent the winter months making half adozen pairs of fancy boots.
When the roads dried out enough to be passable, he took them to Imbrosto sell. He came back with
severa goldpieces—and portentous news.

"The old Avtokrator, Phos guard his soul, has died,” he declared to the men he met in the village square.

Everyone made the sun-sign. The passing of an Emperor was never to be taken lightly. Phostis put into
wordswhat they were dl thinking: "His son's but aboy, not so?"

Tzykaas nodded. "Aye, about the age of Krispos here, I'd say, judging by hiscoin.” The cobbler dug it
out of hispouch to show the other villagersthe new portrait. "Hisnameis—"

"Let meread it!" Krigpos exclaimed. "Please!” He held out his hand for the goldpiece. Reluctantly
Tzykdas passed it to him. It was only alittle wider than histhumbnail. All he could make out from the
image was that the new Avtokrator was, as Tzykalas had said, too young to have abeard. He put the
coin closeto hisface so he could make out thetiny letters of itsinscription. "His nameis Anthimos."

"Soitis" Tzykadas said grumpily. He snatched the goldpiece out of Krigpos hand. Too late, it occurred



to the youth that he had just stolen abig part of Tzykaas news. Too bad, he thought. No matter how he
felt about Zoranne, he'd never been fond of her father. That was one reason he hadn't proposed to her:
the idea of having the cobbler as afather-in-law was anything but appealing.

What he wanted to do was go home and dig up the goldpiece he'd got from Omurtag so he could read it.
Hed buried it beside the house for luck when hisfamily cameto thisnew village, and they'd never been
desperate enough to make him dig it up and spend it. But no, he decided, not now; if he did leave,
Tzykdaswould only think him ruder yet.

"A boy for Avtokrator?' someone said. "That won't be good—who'll keep the plow's furrow straight till
he learns how to guideit?’

"That | cantell you," Tzykaas said, sounding important again. "Thetalk in Imbrosisthat Rhaptes brother
Petronas will be regent for his nephew until Anthimos comes of age.”

"Petronas, eh? Things won't be too bad, then." Drawn by the sight of severd men standing around
talking, Varades had come up in timeto hear Tzykaas last bit of news. The veteran went on, "I fought
under him againgt Makuran. He's an able soldier, and no one'sfooal, either.”

"What if he seizesthethrone for himsdlf, then?' Krispos father said.
"What if he does, Phostis?' Varades said. "Why would it matter to the likes of us, one way or the other?”’

Krigpos father thought about it for amoment. He spread his hands. " There you have me, Varades. Why
indleed?’

Zoranne stood in the doorway of Tzykalas house. She shook her head. "No."

"Why not?" Surprised and irritated, Krigpos waved his hand to show how empty the village was.
"Everyonesin the farther fields for the rest of the day, and probably tomorrow, too. Even your father's
gone off to buy some new awls, you said. Weve never had a better chance.”

"No," she repeated.
"Eat why not?' He put ahand on her arm.

Shedidn't pull away, not physicdly, but she might aswell have. Helet hishand fall. "l just don't want to,”
shesaid.

"Why?" he persisted.

"Do you redly want to know?' Shewaited till she saw himnod. "All right, I'll tell you why. Y phantes
asked meto marry him the other day, and | told him yes.”

The last time Krigpos had felt so stunned and breathless was when Idakos kicked him in the pit of the
stomach one day while they were wrestling. HeEd never paid any particular atention to Y phantes before.
Along with everyone dsein the village, held been sad when the man'swife died in childbirth a couple of
years before, but... "He's old," Krispos blurted.

"He'syears away from thirty," Zoranne said, "and he'sdready well set up. If | had to wait for you, 1'd be
past twenty mysdlf by the time you were even close to where Y phantesis now, and that'stoo long a
time"



"But—but then you, but then you and he—" Krispos found he could not make his mouth work the way it
was supposed to.

Zoranne understood anyway. "What if we were?' she said defiantly. "Y ou never gave me any promise,
Krigpos, or asked for one from me."

"l never thought | needed to," he mumbled.

"Too bad for you, then. No woman wants to be taken for granted. Maybe you'll remember that next time
with someone e'se, and end up happier for it." Her face softened. "Krigpos, well probably live here
together in this village the rest of our lives. No point in us hating each other, isthere? Please?’

For want of anything better to say, he said, "All right." Then he turned and quickly walked away. If he
had any tears, Zoranne was not going to see them. He owned too much pride for that.

That evening he was s0 quiet that his sister teased him about it, and then he was quiet through the teasing,
too. "Areyou feding well, Krispos?' Evdokiaasked, real worry in her voice; when she could not get a
rise out of him, something had to be wrong.

"I'madl right," hesaid. "l just want you to leave me done, that'sall.”
"I know what itis," she said suddenly. "It's something to do with Zoranne, isn't it?"

Hevery carefully put down the bow! of barley and turnip soup from which he had been eating; had he not
been so ddliberately careful with hishands, he might have thrown it at her. He got up and stamped out of
the house, off into the woods.

Hetook longer than he should haveto redlize that Stting by himsalf among the trees wasn't accomplishing
anything, but after awhile he did figureit out. It was quite dark when he finaly came home. Then he
amost turned around and went back; hisfather was waiting for him, afew steps outside the door.

He kept on. He would have to deal with hisfather sooner or later; better sooner, he thought. "I'm sorry,”
hesad.

Hisfather nodded, the motion barely visblein the gloom. "Y ou should be." Phostis hesitated a moment
before he said, "Evdokiawasright, | gather—you've had some trouble with your girl?

"Shelsnot my girl," Krigpos said sullenly. " She's going to marry Y phantes.”

"Good," hisfather said. "I hoped shewould. | told Y phantes as much, earlier thisyear. In thelong run, it'll
save you trouble, son, believe me.”

"When you what?' Krigpos stared at him, appalled. That moment of shock aso let him notice something
he'd missed before: both his father and his sister knew about Zoranne. "How did you find out about us?
We were s0 careful—"

"Maybe you think s0," Phostissaid, "but I'd bet the only person in the village who doesn't know is
Tzykaas, and hewould if he weren't afool who'd sooner talk than see. I'd be just aswell pleased not to
have amarriage connection with him, | can tell you."

Krigpos had been angry at hisfather often enough. Till now, held never imagined wanting to hate him. In
avoicelikeice, he asked, "Istha why you egged Y phantes on?"

"That's part of the reason, aye," Phostis answered camly. Before Krispos rage could overflow, he went



on, "But it's not the biggest part. Y phantes needs to marry. He needs awife to help him now and he
needsto get an heir to carry on. And Zoranne needs to marry; at fourteen, agirl'sawoman, near enough.
But you, son, you don't need to marry. At fourteen, aman's ill aboy.”

"I'm not aboy,” Krigpos snarled.

"No? Does a man pitch atantrum when he'steased? Y ou were acting the way Kostadoeswhen | tell her
| won't carry her piggyback any more. Am | wrong or am | right? Think before you answer me."

That last sentence kept Krigpos from blowing up in fury. He did think; in cold—or at least
cooler—blood, what he'd done seemed foolish. "Right, | suppose, Father, but—"

"But me no buts. Finding agirl who'll say yesto you iswonderful; Phosknows | don't deny it. Why, |
remember—" Hisfather stopped, laughed asmal, self-conscious laugh. "But never mind me. Just
because she says yes doesn't mean you want to live with her therest of your life. That should take more
looking than just onegirl, don't you think?"

Krigpos remembered his own misgivings about Tzyka as the day before. Without much wanting to, he
found himsdf nodding. "'l guess s0."

"Good." Hisfather put ahand on his shoulder, the way held been doing since Krispos was alittle boy.
"What you have to remember is, bad as you fed today, today's not forever. Thingsll fed better insde
you after awhile. Y ou just have to learn the patience to wait till they do.”

Krigpos thought about that. 1t made sense. Even so, though... "It sounds like something that's easier to tell
someone esethan to do,” he said.

"Doesnt it just?' Phogtislaughed that smal laugh again. "And don't | know it?"
Grestly daring, Krigpos asked, "Father, what was she like?"!
"The one you talked about—sort of talked about—a few minutes ago.”

"Oh." Phostis walked farther away from the house. He glanced back toward it before going on more
quietly, "Her name was Sabdllia. Y our mother knows of her. Truly, | don't think Tatzed mind my
speaking about her, save only that no woman ever redly takes kindly to her man going on about times
before he was with her. Can't say | blame her; I'm as glad she doesn't chatter on about her old flames,
too. But Sabellia? Well, | must have been right around your agewhen | met her ..."

Krigpos rubbed his chin. Whiskers rasped under hisfingers, not the fuzz he/d had since his voice sarted
changing but the beginnings of ared man's crop. About time, he thought. A couple of fifteen-year-olds
grew beards as good as his, though held had two more summersin which toraise his.

He rubbed again. A beard, even athin one, was a useful thing to be thoughtful with. Last time out in the
woods, somewhere not far from here, he'd spotted an elm branch that had exactly the right curvefor a
plow handle. He would have paid more attention to it had he not been with a girl.

That oak looked familiar, or so he thought till he got closetoit. He walked on. He didn't remember the
hazd tree beyond the oak. Sighing, he kept waking. By now he was sure he had cometoo far, but he
didn't want to go back, ether. It would have been too much like an admission of failure.



Faint in the distance, he heard noise ahead. He frowned. Few villagers came thisfar east of home. Hed
brought Likinia out here precisdly because he had felt sure they'd get to be done. He supposed men from
the next village over could be doing some lumbering, but they'd have to drag the wood along way back if
they were.

The noise didn't sound like lumbering, anyhow. He heard no axes, no sounds of falling branches or
toppling trees. As he moved closer, ahorse neighed softly. That confused him worse than ever. A horse
would have been handy for hauling timber, but there was no timber.

What did that leave? His frown degpened—the most obvious answer was bandits. He hadn't thought the
nearby road had enough traffic to support arobber band, but he could have been wrong. He kept
moving toward the noise, but now with al the caution he could muster. He just wanted to seeif these
really were bandits and then, if they were, to get back to the village and bring as many armed men here
as he could.

Hewasflat on hisbelly by the time hewriggled up to the last brush that screened him from the
noise-makers, whoever they were. Slowly, dowly, he raised his head until he could peer between two
leafy branches whose shadows hel ped hide hisface.

"Phog!" Hislips shaped the word, but no sound came from between them. The men relaxing by the Sde
of the road were not bandits. They were Kubratoi.

Hislips moved slently again—twelve, thirteen, fourteen Kubratoi. The village had not had any word of
invasion, but that meant nothing. The first word of trouble they'd had when he was a boy was the wild
men howling out of darkness. He shivered; suddenly, rdliving the terror of that night, he felt like aboy

again.

The remembered fear also told him what he had wondered before—why the Kubratoi were sitting
around taking their easeinstead of storming straight for the village. They would hit at night, just asthat
other band had. With the advantage of surprise, with darkness making them seem three times as many as
they redly were, they would beirresgtible.

Krigpos gauged the shadows around him as he dithered backward even more carefully than he had
approached. The sun was not far past noon. He could deal with the Kubratoi as he'd intended to trest
the bandits. The villagers had learned weapons from the veterans settled with them to be ready for just
this sort of moment.

Soon Krispos was far enough away from the wild men to get back to hisfeet. Fast and quiet as he could,
he headed toward the village. He thought about cutting back to the road and running down it. That would
be quickest—if the Kubratoi didn't have asentry posted somewhere adong there to make sure no one
gave the alarm. He decided he could not take the chance. Through the woods it would haveto be.

He burst out of the forest an hour and ahalf later, histunic torn, hisarms and face scratched. Hisfirst try
a acry of darmyieded only arusty croak. He rushed over to the well, drew up the bucket, and drank
deep. "The Kubratoi!" he shouted, loud as he could.

The men and women who heard him spun and stared. One of them was Idakaos. "How many, boy?' he
barked. "Where?'

"I saw fourteen," Krispostold him. "Down at the edge of theroad ..." He gasped out the story.

"Only fourteen, you say?' A fiercelight kindled in Idalkos eyes. "If that'sdl thereredly are, we can take
Im]_"



"| thought 0, t00," Krispos said. ™Y ou get the people here armed. I'll go out to thefields and bring in the
rest of the men."

"Right you are." Idakos had been an underofficer for many years, when he heard orders that made
sense, he started carrying them out without worrying about where they came from. Krigpos never noticed
he'd given an order. He was dready running toward the largest group of men that he saw, shouting ashe
ran.

"The Kubratoi!" someone said fearfully. "How can we fight the Kubratoi ?"

"How can we not?" Krigpos shot back. "Do you want to go back to the other side of the mountains
again? Theres only adozen or so of them, and they won't be expecting usto hit first. With threetimes as
many men asthey have, how can we lose? Idalkos thinks we can win, too."

That brought around some of the farmerswho stood there indecisively. Soon they al went pounding
back toward the village. Idalkos and a couple of other men were dready passing out weapons when they
got there. Krigpos found himsdlf clutching ashield and a stout spesr.

"We go through the woods?'

Idalkos made it sound like aquestion, but Krispos did not think he wasredlly asking. "Aye," he said. "If
they have someone watching the road, he could ride back and warn the rest.”

"Right you are," Idalkos said again. He went on, "' And speaking of warning—Stankos, you saddle up one
of those mules and ride for Imbros, fast as you can, cross-country. If you see the whole landscape
crawling with Kubratoi, come back. I'm not sending you out to get yourself killed. But if you think you
can makeit through, well, I wouldn't mind seeing afew garrison soldiers up thisway. How about the rest
of you, lads?'

Nods and nervous grins showed him his guess was good. The villagers had nerved themselvesto fight,
but they were not eager.

Or most of them, the older, more settled farmers, were not. They kept looking back at the fields; their
homes, their wives and daughters, who crowded round the knot of would-be warriors, some just
gtanding silently, otherswringing their hands and trying not to weep.

Krigpos, though, was dmost wild with excitement. "Come on!" he shouted.

Some of the other young men also raised acry. They pelted after Krigposinto the woods. Therest of the
villagersfollowed more dowly. "Come on, comeon, if weall fight wecando it," Idakos said. He and
Varades and the rest of the veterans kept their amateur companions moving.

Beforelong, Idalkos had pushed hisway up beside Krigpos. ™Y ou're going to haveto lead us, at least till
we get to the buggers,” he said. "Y ou're the one who knows where they are. I1t'd be good if wetried to
get as quiet as we could before we're close enough that they're likely to hear us.”

"That makes sense," Krispos said, wondering why he hadn't thought of it himself. "I'll remember.”

"Good." Idalkos grinned at him. "Glad you're not too proud to use anotion just on account of somebody
elsethought of it."

"Of course not," Krispos said, surprised. "That would be stupid.”

"So it would, but you'd be amazed how many captainsareidiots.”



"Well, but then I'm no cap—" Krigpos paused. He seemed to be leading the villagers, if anyonewas. He
shrugged. It was only because he'd been the one to find the Kubratoi, he thought.

Hewas ill amile away from the wild men when he waked past the m with the curving branch hed
been looking for. Hetried to note just where the tree was. Next time, he told himsdlf, he'd find it on the
fird try.

A few minuteslater, he stopped and waited for everyone to catch up. Only then did he think to wonder if
there would be a next time after the fight ahead. He sternly suppressed that thought. Turning to the
farmers, hesaid,"It isn't far. From here on out, pretend you're hunting deer—quiiet as you go."

"Not deer,” Varades said. "Wolves. The Kubratoi have teeth. And when we hit 'em, we dl yell 'Phos!'
That way nobody has any doubts about who's who. Nothing to make you want to piss your breeches
faster'n dmost getting killed by your own side.”

The villagers stole forward. Soon Krispos heard men chattering, heard a horse snort. His comrades
heard, too, and looked at one another. The Kubratoi were making no secret of where they were. "Quiet
aswe can now," Krigposwhispered. "Passit along." The whisper traveled through the group.

Try asthey would, the farmers could not keep their presence secret aslong as they wanted. They were
gtill more than ahundred yards from the Kubratoi when the buzz of talk from the wild men suddenly
changed. Idalkos bared histeeth, asif he were afox realizing arabbit had taken its scent. "Come on,
lads," he said. "They know we're here. Phos!" The last word was a bellowed war cry.

"Phos!" The villagers shouted, too. They crashed through the brash toward the Kubratoi. "Phos!"
Krisposyelled asloud as anyone. Theideaof rushing into battle was enormoudy exciting. Soon, he
thought, he would be a hero.

Then the brush was gone. Before Krispos could do more than catch sight of the Kubratoi, an arrow
hissed past hisface and another grazed his arm. He heard amesaty thunk as a shaft pierced aman beside
him. The farmer fell, shrieking and writhing and clawing at it. Fear and pain suddenly seemed redler than

glory.

Whether for glory or not, the fight was still before him. Peering over the top of his shield, he rushed at the
nearest wild man. The Kubrati snatched for an arrow. Perhaps redlizing he could not shoot before
Krigpos was upon him, he threw down the arrow and grabbed his sword.

Krisposthrust with his spear. He missed. The Kubrati closed with him. Asmuch by luck asby skill, he
turned the fdlow'sfirst dash with hisshidld. The Kubrati cut a him again. He backpedaled, trying to get
room to use the spearhead againgt the wild man. The Kubrati pursued. Feinting with the sword, he stuck
out afoot and tripped Krispos.

He managed to keep his shield above him as he went down. Two villagers drove the wild man avay
before he could finish Krispos. Krispos scrambled to hisfeet. A couple of Kubratoi were down for
good, and two or three villagers. He saw aman from north of the mountains trading sword strokes with
Varades. Fighting aveteran, the wild man was fully occupied. He never noticed Krigpos until the youth's
Spear toreinto hisside.

The wild man granted, then stared in absurd surprise at the red-dripping spearpoint that burst out through
hisbelly. Then Varades sword bit his neck. More blood sprayed; some splashed Krisposin the face.
The Kubrati folded in on himsdlf and fell.

"Pull your spear out, boy!" Varadesyelled in Krispos ear. ™Y ou think they're going to wait for you?'



Gulping, Krispos set afoot on the wild man's hip and yanked the spear free. The soft resstance the
Kubrati's flesh gave reminded him of nothing so much as butchering time. No, no glory here, he thought

again.

All acrossthe smdl field, the villagers were swarming over the Kubratoi, two against one here, three
againg onethere. Individualy, each Kubrati was a better warrior than hisfoes. The wild men seldom got
the chanceto proveit. Soon only four or five of them were |eft on their feet. Krigpos saw one ook
around, heard him yell something to his comrades.

Though hed never learned the Kubrati tongue, he was sure he knew what the wild man had said. He
shouted, "Don't let them make it back to their horses! They il might get away.”

As he spoke, the Kubratoi broke off combat and ran toward the tethered animals. Along with the rest of
the villagers, Krigpos dashed after them. He wondered why they hadn't mounted and fled when they first
heard the villagers coming; probably, he supposed, because they'd imagined formers would be easy
meat. That had been true a decade ago. It wasn't true any more.

Krispos speared one of the Kubratoi in the back. The man flung hisarmswide. Three villagers piled onto
him. His scream cut off. In amoment, the rest of the Kubratoi were dragged down and dain. A couple of
villagerstook cutsin the last frantic seconds of the fight, but none seemed serious.

Krigpos could hardly believe the little battle had ended so abruptly. He stared thisway and that for more
wild mentokill. All he saw was farmers doing the samething. "Wewon!" he said. Then he sarted to
laugh, surprised a how surprised he sounded.

"Wewon!" "By Phos, wewon!" "We besat 'em!" The villagerstook up the cry. They embraced, dapped
one another on the back, showed off cuts and braises. Krispos found himsalf clasping hands with

Y phantes. The older farmer wore an enormous grin. "'l saw you get two of the bastards, Krispos," he
said. "By the good god, you made mejedlous. | think | wounded one, but I'm not even sure of that.”

"Aye, hefought well," Idalkos said.

Praise from the veteran made Krigpos glow. He aso found he did not mind praise from Y phantes.
Whether or not the man who had married Zoranne was jeal ous of Krispos, Krisposwas no longer
jedlous of him. Zoranne remained specia in hismemory, but only because she had been hisfirst. What
he'd felt for her at fourteen seemed very far away after three years of growth and change.

Such thoughts fled as Krigpos saw hisfather coming up with right hand clutched to left shoulder. Blood
trickled between

Phogtis fingers and splashed histunic. "Father!" Krispos exclaimed . "Are you—"

Phostis cut him off. "I'll live, boy. I've done worse to myself with asickle more than once. I've said often
enough that I'm not cut out for this soldiering business.”

"You'redive. That'swhat counts," Idakos said. "And while you may not want to soldier, Phostis, your
boy here hasthe knack for it, I'd say. He seeswhat needs doing and he does it—and if it'sgiving an
order, men listen to him. That's Phos own gift, nothing e se—I've seen officerswithout it. If ever he
wanted to head to Videssos the city, the army'd be glad to have him."

"The city? Me?' Krigpos had never even imagined traveling to the great imperial capita. Now hetasted
the idea. After amoment, he shook his head. "I'd sooner farm. It'swhat | know. Besides, | don't fancy
killing any more than my father does.”



"Neither do |," Idakos said. "That doesn't mean it isn't needful sometimes. And, likel told you, | think
you'd make agood soldier.”

"No, thanks. All | redly want to make isagood crop of beansthisyear, so we don't go hungry when
winter comes." Krispos spoke as firmly as he could, both to et Idalkos know he meant what he said and
to reinforce that certainty in hisown mind.

The veteran shrugged. "Have it your way. If you want to go on being afarmer, though, wed best make
sure these were the only Kubratoi operating around here. Thefirst thing well do is strip the bodies”
Some of the villagers had aready started taking care of that. Idalkos went on, "The cuirasses and the
bows are better than what we dready have. The swords are more for fighting from horseback like the
Kubratoi do than afoot, but well still be able to use'em.”

"Aye, but what about the wild men now?" Krispos demanded. "We were both worried they'd have a
scout closeto the village. If he got away and warned another, bigger band—"

"Then the swords and arrows we're gathering won't matter, because we don't have enough men to hold
off abig, determined band. So if thereisascout, held best not get away.” Idalkos cocked his head.
"Well, brave captain Krigpos, how would you go about making sure he doesn't?"

In atone of voice only dightly different, the veteran's question would have been mockery. Asit was,
though, he seemed rather to be setting Krispos a problem, the way Varades sometimes had when he
gave the youth along, hard word to spell out. Krispos thought hard. "If most of us march down the road
toward thevillage," he said at last, "anybody would be sureto notice us. A rider could get away easy
enough by going wide around us, but he'd come back to the road after he did, to find out what had
happened to hisfriends. So maybe we ought to set some archersin ambush just up ahead there, before
the bugger could round that bend and see what we've done to the rest of the wild men."”

"Maybe we should." Grinning, ldalkos gave Krigpos a Videssian military salute, clenched fist over heart.
Heturned to Phodtis. " Skotos take you, man, why couldn't you have raised a son who was discontented
with following in hisfather'sfootseps?”

"Because | raised one with senseinstead,” Krigpos father said. "Better to be turning up the ground than
to haveit tossed on top of you on account of you've been killed too young."

Krigpos nodded vigoroudy. Idakos sighed. "All right, dl right. It'sagood scheme, anyhow; | think it'll
work." He started ydling to the villagers. A couple of them cut branches and vinesto make travoison

which to drag back their dead and the three or four men hurt too badly to walk. They left the horses of
the Kubratoi for the ambush party to fetch back, and the wild men's corpses for ravens mest.

When Krigpos watched his plan unfold, he felt the same awe that seeing the seeds he had planted grow
to maturity dways gave him. Just as he'd guessed, alone Kubrati was sitting on his horse a couple of
miles closer to the village than his comrades had rested. The rider started violently at the sight of
spear-waving Videssans bearing down on him. He kicked his horseto atrot, thento agalop. The
villagers gave chase, but could not catch him.

As Krigpos had expected, the Kubrati rode back to the road. The youth and Idalkos grinned at each
other asthey watched the column of dust the wild man's horse kicked up fade in the distance. "That
should do for him," Krispos said happily. "Now we can head for home."

They arrived not long after sunset—alittle before the raiderswould have hit the villageif they il lived. In
the fading light, Krigpos saw women and children waiting anxioudy outside their homes, wondering
whether husbands, fathers, sons, and lovers would come back again.



As one, the returning men shouted, "Phos!” Not only wasit acry no Kubratoi would make, their loved
ones recognized their voices. Shouting themsalves, they rushed toward the victorious farmers. Some of
their glad criesturned to wails as they saw not al the men had come home safe. For most of them,
though, it was atime of joy.

Embracing his mother, Krispos noticed how far he had to stoop to kiss her. Stranger <till wasthe kisshe
got from Evdokia. In the passage from one day to the next, he'd paid scant heed to the way his sster had
grown, but suddenly shefdt like awoman in hisarms. He needed a moment to redlize she was as old
now as Zoranne had been on that Midwinter's Day.

Asif the thought of Zoranne were enough to conjure her up, he found himsdf kissing her next. Their
embrace was awkward; he had to lean over her belly, now big with child, to reach her lips.

Close by the two of them, awoman shouted, "Where's my Hermon?'

"It'sdl right, Ormisda," Krigpostold her. "He's one of the archerswe left behind to trap the wild man we
couldn't catch. Anyone you don't see hereiswaiting in that ambush.”

"Oh, Phos be praised!" Ormisda said. She kissed Krigpos, too, though she was close to three times his
age. More people kissed him—and one another—over the next hour than he'd seen during half adozen
Midwinter's Day'srolled into one.

Then, in the middle of the celebration, the archers returned to the village. Though everyonefell onthem
with happy shouts—Ormisda amost smothered Hermon against her ample bosom—they hung back from
fully joining the rest of the villagers. Krigpos knew what that had to mean. "He got away,” he said.

He knew it sounded like an accusation. So did the archers. They hung their heads. "We must have shot
twenty arrows at him and hishorse," one of them said defensively. " Some hit, too—the yells helet out
had to be curses.”

"He got away," Krispos repeated. It was the worst thing he could think of to say. No, not so; amoment
later he found something worse yet: "HEll bring the rest of the Kubratoi down on us.”

The celebration died very quickly after that.

The next five days passed in ablur of gpprehension for Krispos. That was true of most of the villagers,
but Krispos dread had two causes. Like everyone el se, he was sure the Kubratoi would exact aterrible
revenge for the daughter of their raiding party. But that, for him, was only secondary, for hisfather's
wounded shoulder had gone bad.

Phogtis, aswas hisway, tried to make light of theinjury. But he could barely use hisleft arm and quickly
came down with afever. None of the poultices the village women applied to the wound did any good.
Phostis had dways been burly, but now, with shocking suddenness, the flesh seemed to melt from his
bones.

Thus Krispos was dmost relieved when, late that fifth afternoon, alookout posted in atal tree shouted,
"Horsemen!" Like the rest of the men, he dashed for his wegpons—against Kubratoi, at least, he could
hit back. And in the heet of fighting, he would have no time to worry about hisfather.

The lookout shouted again. ""Hundreds of horsemen!™ His voice waobbled with fear. WWomen and children
were dready streaming into the forest, to hide as best they could. "Hundreds and hundreds!” the lookout
cried.



Some of the farmers threw down spears and bows and bolted with the women. Krispos grabbed at one
who ranin front of him, but Idalkos shook his head. "What'sthe use?' the veteran said. "If they
outnumber usthat bad, afew more on our side won't matter much. We can't win; al we can do ishurt
the bastards as bad aswere able.”

Krigpos clutched his spear shaft so tight his knuckles whitened on it. Now he did not need the lookout to
know the wild men were coming. He could hear the hooves of their horses, quiet now but growing louder
with dreadful speed.

He set himsdf. Take one out with the spear, he thought, then drag another one off his horse and
stab him. After that—if he still lived after that—he'd see what other damage he could do.

"Won't belong now, lads,”" Idadkos said, cdm asif the villagers were drawn up for parade. "Well yell
'Phod’ again, just like we did thefirst time, and pray for the good god to watch over us.”

"Phod" That was not one of the farmers standing in ragged linein front of their houses. It wasthe
lookout. He sounded so wild and shrill that Krigposwondered if he had lost his mind. Then the man said,
"They're not Kubratoi, they're Videssian troopers™

For amoment, the villagers stared at one another, asif the lookout had shouted in aforeign tongue. Then
they cheered louder than they had after they first beat the Kubratoi. Idalkos voice rose above the rest.
"Stankod!" he said. " Stankos brought us our soldiers back!™

"Stankos!" everyone shouted. "Hurrah for Stankos!” "Good old Stankos!”

Stankos, Krigpos thought, was getting more praise jammed into afew minutes than held had in the past
five years. Krigpos shouted the farmer's name, too, over and over, till histhroat turned raw. He had
stared degth in the face since the lookout called. Nothing could ever frighten him worse. Now he, also,
knew what reprieve fdt like.

Before long, the Videssian cavarymen pounded into the village. Stankos was with them, riding a
borrowed horse. Half adozen farmers pulled him off the beast, asif he were a Kubrati. The pounding he
got was dmost as hard asif he had been.

Krigpos quickly counted the troopers. As best he could tell, there were seventy-one of them. So much
for the lookout's frightened hundreds and hundreds, he thought.

The horsemen's captain bemusedly watched the villagers caper about. "Y ou don't seem to have much
need for us," he remarked.

"No, sr." Idalkos stiffened to attention. "We thought we did, when we didn't know for sure how many
Kubratoi were about. Y ou gave us abad turn there—our lookout mistook you for aband of thewild

"By the bodies, | saw you'd dedlt with the onesyou found,” the captain said. "Far as we know, that's the
lot of mem. I'd say they werejust out for alittle thievery. Therés no generd invasion, or anything like
thet."

A small band operating on its own, Krispos thought. The day he first picked up asword, that was what
Varades had told him the peasants might be able to handle. The veteran had known what he wastalking
about.

The Videssian captain turned to a priest beside him. "L ooks like we won't need you today, Gelasios,
except maybe for aprayer of thanksgiving."



"Nor am | sorry,” Gelasios answered. "1 can heal wounded men, aye, but | also think on the suffering
they endure before | cometo them, so | am just aswell pleased not to ply my trade.’

"Sir!" Krigpos said. He had to repeat himself before the priest looked hisway. "Y ou're aheder, holy
ar?'

"What of it, young man?' Gelasios said. "'Phos be praised, you seem hale enough.”
"Not me" Krigpos said impetiently. "My father. Thisway.”

Without looking to see whether Gelasios followed, he hurried toward his house. When he threw open the
door, anew smell came out with the usua odors of stale smoke and food, a swestish, Sickly smell that
made his stomach want to turn over.

"Yes, | see" Gelasos murmured a Krispos elbow. The priest's nogtrils flared wide, asif to gauge from
the scent of corruption how great achalenge he faced. He went inside, stooping alittle to get through the
doorway. Now it was Krispos turn to follow him.

Gelasios stooped beside Phostis, who lay near the edge of the straw bedding. Bright with fever, Phostis
eyes sared through the priest. Krigpos bit hislip. In those sunken eyes, in the way hisfather's skin clung
tight to bones benegth it, he saw the outline of coming desth.

If Gelasios saw it, too, he gave no sign. He pulled Phogtis tunic aside, peded off the latest worthless
poultice to examine the wound. With the poultice came athick wave of that rotting smell. Krispos took
an involuntary step backward, then checked, hating himself—what was he doing, retreating from his
father?

"It'sdl right, lad," Gelasios said absently, the first Sgn since held comeinto the house that he remembered
Krigposwas with him. He forgot him again, an ingtant later, and seemed to forget Phodtis, too. His eyes
went upward, asif to see the sun through the thatched roof of the cottage. "We blessthee, Phos, Lord
with the great and good mind," heintoned, "by thy grace our protector, watchful beforehand that the
great test of life may be decided in our favor.”

Krigpos echoed his prayer. It was the only one he knew dl the way through; everyonein the whole
Empire, he supposed, had Phos creed by heart.

Gedlasos said the prayer again, and again, and again. The priest's breathing grew dow and deep and
steady. Hiseyes did shut, but Krispos was somehow sure he remained very much aware of self and
surroundings. Then, without warning, Gelasios reached out and seized Phostis wounded shoulder.

The priest's hands were not gentle. Krispos expected hisfather to shriek at that rough treatment, but
Phodtislay ill, locked in hisfever dream. Though Gelasos no longer prayed adoud, his breathing kept
the same rhythm he had established.

Krigposlooked from the priest's set face to his hands, and to the wound beneath them. The hair on his
arms and at the nape of his neck suddenly prickled with awe—as he watched, that gaping, pus-filled gash
began to close.

When only athin, pale scar remained, Gelasoslifted his hands away from Phostis shoulder. The flow of
hedling that had passed from him to Krigpos father stopped with dmost audible abruptness. Gelasios
tried to rise; he staggered, asif he felt the force of that separation.

"Wine" he muttered hoarsaly. "I am fordone.”



Only then did Krispos realize how much energy the hedling had drained from Gelasios. He knew he
should rush to fulfill the priest's request, but he could not, not at once. He waslooking at hisfather.
Phostis eyes met his, and there was reason in them. "Get him hiswine, son,” Phostissaid, "and while
you'rea it, you might bring some for me."

"Yes, Father, of course. And | pray your pardon, holy sir." Krigpos was glad for an excuse to rummage
for clean cups and the best skin of wine in the house: it meant no one would have to seethetearson his
face.

"Phos blessngson you, lad,” Gelasios said. Though the wine put some color back in hisface, he dill
moved giffly, asif he had aged twenty yearsin the few minutes he'd needed to hed Phostis. Seeing the
concern on Krispos face, he managed awry chuckle. "I'm not quite so feeble as | appear—amea and
good night'sdeep, and I'll be well enough. Even without, at need | could heal another man now, likely
two, and take no lasting harm.”

Too abashed to speak, Krigpos only nodded. Hisfather said, "l just praise Phos you were here to hea
me, holy sir. | do thank you for it." He twisted his head so he could peer down at his shoulder and &t the
wound there that, by the look of it, could have been five yearsold. "Isn't that fine?' he said to no onein

particular.

He stood, more smoothly than Gelasios had. They walked out into the sunlight together. The men of the
village raised a cheer to see Phostis returned to health. Somebody called, "And Tatze would have been
such atempting widow, too!" They dl laughed, Phostislouder than anyone.

Krigpos came out behind the two older men. While most of the villagers were still making much of his
father, 1dalkos beckoned to him. The veteran had been talking with the commander of the Videssian
cavary force. "I've told this gentleman—his name is Manganes—something about you," he said to
Krigpos. "He says—"

"Let meput it to him myself,” Manganes said crisply. "From what your fellow villager here says,
Krigpos—do | have your name right?>—you sound like asoldier the imperia army could use. I'd even
offer you, hmm, afive goldpiece enlissment bonusif you rode back to Imbroswith us now."

Without hesitating, Krispos shook his head. "Here | say, S, al the more so since, by your kindness and
Gdasios heding magic, my father has been restored to me.”

"Asyou wish, young man," Manganes said. He and | da kos both sighed.

Krigpos came back from the fields one hot, sticky summer afternoon to find his mother, hissisters, and
most of the other village women gathered round a peddier who was showing off afine collection of
copper pots. "Aye, thesell last you alifetime, ladies, may theicetake meif | lig" thefellow said. He
whacked one with hiswalking stick. Severad women jumped at the clatter. The peddler held up the pot.
"See?Not adent init! Madeto last, likel said. None of this chesp tinker'swork you see too often these
days. And they're not too dear, either. | ask only threein silver, the eighth part of agoldpiece—"

Krigpos waved to Evdokia, but she did not notice him. She was as caught up as any of the others by the
peddler's mesmerizing pitch. Krisposwalked on, atrifle miffed. He till wasn't used to her being out of



the house, though she/d married Domokos nearly ayear ago. She was eighteen now, but unless he made
aconscious effort not to, he fill thought of her asalittle girl.

Of course, he was twenty-one himsdlf, and the older men in the village ftill caled him "lad" alot of the
time. No one paid any aitention to change until it hit him in the head, he thought, chuckling wryly.

"Dear ladies, these pots—" The peddler broke off with asqueak that was no part of hisregular sales
pitch. Beneath histan, blood mounted to his cheeks. "Do excuse me, ladies, | pray.” Hiswalk toward the
woods quickly turned into an undignified dash. The women clucked sympathetically. Krigposhad al he
could do not to guffaw.

The peddier emerged afew minutes later. He paused at the well to draw up the bucket and take along
drink. "Y our pardon,” he said as he came back to his pots. "I seem to have picked up atouch of the flux.
Wherewas|, now?"

He went back to his spiel with amost as much verve as held shown before. Krispos stood around and
listened. He didn't intend to sell pots, but he had some piglets he was fattening up to take to market at
Imbros soon, and the peddler's technique was worth studying.

Not much later, though, the man had to interrupt himsalf again. Thistime he went for the woods at a dead
run. He did not look happy when he returned; hisface was nearer gray than red.

"Ladies, much as| enjoy tdling you about my wares, | think the time has cometo get down to sdlling,
before | embarrass mysdlf further," he said.

He looked unhappy again through the bargaining that followed. The bresksin histalk had weakened his
hold on the village women, and they dickered harder than he would have liked. He was shaking his head
as heloaded pots back onto hismule.

"Here, stay for supper with us," one of the women called. "Y ou shouldn't set out on the road so
downcagt."

The peddlier managed asmile and alow bow. "Y ou're too kind to atraveling man. Thank you." Before
he got hisbowl of stew, though, he needed to rush off to relieve himsdf twice more.

"I do hope heswell," Tatze said that evening to Phostis and Krispos.

A scream jerked the village awake the next morning. Krispos came running out of his house spear in
hand, wondering who'd set upon whom. The woman who had invited the trader to stay over stood by his
bedroll, horror on her face. Along with severd other men, Krispos ran toward her. Had the wretch
repaid her kindness by trying to rape her?

She screamed again. Krispos noticed she was fully clothed. Then, as she had, he looked down at the
bedrall. "Phos," he whispered. His ssomach churned. Hewas glad it was empty; had he had breskfast, he
would havelogt it.

The peddier was dead. He looked shrunken in on himsalf, and bruised; great violet blotches discolored
his skin. From the way the blankets of the bedroll were drenched and stinking, he seemed to have voided
al the moigture from hisbody in adreadful fit of diarrhea.

"Magic," Tzykaasthe cobbler said. "Evil magic.”" His hand made the sun-sign on his breast. Krigpos
nodded, and he was not the only one. He could imagine nothing natural that would result in such
gruesome dissolution of aman.



"No, not magic,” Varades said. The veteran's beard had been white for years, but Krispos had never
thought of him as old till thismoment. Now he not only looked his years, he sounded them, aswell; his
voice quivered as he went on, "Thisisworse than magic.”

"What could be worse than magic?" three men asked at once.
"Cholera”

To Krigposit wasonly aword. By the way other villagers shook their heads, it meant little more to them.
Varadesfilled themin. "I only saw it once, the good god be thanked, when we were campaigning against
the Makurani in the west maybe thirty years ago, but that once was enough to last me alifetime. It went
through our army harder than any three battles—through the enemy the same way, | suppose, or they
wouldve just walked over us."

Krisposlooked from the veteran to the peddier's twisted, ruined corpse. He did not want to ask the next
question: "It's... catching, then?!

"Aye." Varades seemed to pull himsdlf together. "We burned the bodies of those that died of it. That
dowed the spread, or we thought it did. | suppose we ought to do it for this poor bugger here.
Something € se we ought to do, too."

"What'sthat?' Krigpos said.

"Fast aswe can, ride to Imbros and fetch back a priest who knows healing. | think we're going to need
one"

Smoke from the peddler's pyre rose to the sky. The villagers prayersto Phosrose with it. As he had
four years earlier when the Kubratoi came, Stankos set off for Imbros. Thistime, instead of amule, he
rode one of the horses captured from the wild men.

But for hisbeing gone, and for the black, burned place on the village green, life went on as before. If
other people worried every time they felt acall of nature, as Krispos did, they did not talk about it.

Five days, Krispos thought. Maybe alittle less, because Stankos was on ahorse now and could get to
Imbrosfaster. Maybe alittle more, because a priest might not ride back with the same grim urgency the
Videssian troopers had shown—but Phos knew that urgency wasred.

The hedler-priest arrived on the morning of the sixth day after Stankos rode out of the village. Hewas
three days behind the cholera. By the time he got there, the villagers had burned three more bodies, one
the unfortunate woman who had asked the peddler to stay. More people were sick, diarrhea pouring out
of them, their lips blue, their skin dry and cold. Some suffered from pain and crampsin their aams and
legs, othersdid not. Out of al of them, though, flowed that endless stream of watery stool.

When he saw the victims who till lived, the priest made the sun-circle over hisheart. "I had prayed your
man here waswrong,” he said, "but | see my prayer was not answered. In truth, thisis cholera™

"Canyou hed it?' Zoranne cried, fear and desperation in her voice—Y phanteslay in hisown muck
outsdetheir cottage. "Oh, Phos, can you hedl it?

"For aslong asthelord with the great and good mind gives me strength,” the priest declared. Without
stopping even to give hisname, he hurried after her. The hedthy villagers followed.



"He's called Mokios,” Stankos said as he trooped aong with the rest of them. " Aii, my arseissore!” he
added, rubbing the afflicted portion of hisanatomy.

Mokios knelt beside Y phantes, who feebly tried to make the sun-sign when he recognized apriest.
"Never mind that now," the priest said gently. He pushed aside the villager's befouled tunic, set handson
hisbelly. Then, as Gelasios had when healing Krispos father, he recited Phos creed over and over,
focusng dl hiswill and energy on the suffering man under hisfingers.

Y phantes showed no externd wound, as Phostis had. Thusthe marvel of watching him grow well again
was not there thistime. Whether or not it was visible, though, Krispos could fed the current of healing
pass from Mokiosto the villager.

At last the priest took away his hands. He s umped back, weariness etching lines deep into hisface.
Y phantes sat up. His eyes were sunken but clear. "Water," he said hoarsdly. "By the good god, I've
never been o dry inmy life."

"Aye, water." Mokios gasped. He sounded more worn than the man he had just hedled.

Haf adozen villagersraced to befirst to the well. Zoranne did not win the race, but the others gave way
when she said, "Let me serve them. Itismy right.” With the pride of aqueen, she drew up the dripping
bucket, untied it, and carried it to her husband and Mokios. Between them, they al but drank it dry.

The priest was till wiping water from his mustache and beard with the deeve of hisblue robe when
another woman tried to tug him to hisfeet. "Please, holy s, come to my daughter,” she got out through
tears. "She barely breathes!"

Mokios heaved himsdf upright, grunting at the effort it took. He followed the woman. Again, the rest of
the villagers followed him. Phostis touched Krigpos on the shoulder. "Now we pray he can hedl faster
than wefdl sck,” he said softly.

Mokios succeeded again, though the second healing took longer than the first. When he was done, he lay
full length on the ground, panting. "L ook at the poor fellow," Krispos whispered to hisfather. "He needs
someoneto hed him now."

"Aye, but we need him worse," Phogtis answered. He knelt and shook Mokios. "Please come, holy sir.
We have others who will not see tomorrow without you."

"You areright,” the priest said. Even so, he stayed down severd more minutes and, when he did rise, he
walked with the shambling gait of aman either drunk or in the last stages of exhaugtion.

Krispos thought Mokios next hedling, of asmal boy, would fail. How much, he wondered, could aman
take out of himself before he had nothing Ieft? Y et in the end M okios somehow summoned up the
strength to vanquish the child's disease. While the boy, with the resilience of the very young, got up and
began to play, the heder-priest looked asif he had died in his place.

But othersin the village were till sick. "Well carry him if we haveto,” Phogtis said, and carry him they
did, onto Varades.

Again Mokios recited Phos creed, though now in avoice as dry asthe skins of the choleravictims he
treated. The villagers prayed with him, both to lend him strength and to try to ease their own fears. He
sank into the hedling trance, placed his hands on the veteran's belly. They werefilthy now, from the stools
of thefolk he had already cured.

Once more Krispos felt healing flow out of Mokios. Thistime, however, the priest dumped over in afaint



before histask was done. He breathed, but the villagers could not bring him back to himsdlf. Varades
moaned and muttered and befouled himself yet again.

When they saw they could not rouse Mokios, the villagers put ablanket over him and let him rest. "In the
morning, the good god willing, helll be ableto hed again,” Phogtissaid.

By morning, though, V arades was dead.

Mokiosfinaly roused when the sun was hdfway up the sky. Videssan priests were enjoined to be fruga
of food and drink, but he broke hisfast with enough for three men. "Hedlers have dispensation,” he
mumbled round a chunk of honeycomb.

"Holy gir, solong asit gives you back the power to use your gift, no onewould say aword if you atefive
times as much," Krigpostold him. Everyone who heard agreed loudly.

The priest hedled two more, aman and awoman, that day. Toward sunset, he gamely tried again. Ashe
had with Varades, though, he swooned away before the cure was complete. Thistime Krispos
wondered if hedd killed himsdlf until Idalkosfound his pulse.

"Just what my father worried about,” Krispos said. "' So many of us are deathly ill that we're dragging
Mokios down with us."

He'd hoped Idalkos might contradict him, but the veteran only nodded, saying, "Why don't you go on
home and get away from the sicknessfor awhile? Y ou're lucky; none of your family seemsto have come
downwithit."

Krigpos made the sun-sign over hisheart. A few minutes|ater, after seeing that Mokioswas as
comfortable on the ground as he could be, he took Idalkos advice.

He frowned as he came up to his house. Being near the edge of the village, it was awaysfairly quiet. But
he should have heard hisfather and mother talking inside, or perhaps Tatze teaching Kosta sometrick of
baking. Now he heard nothing. Nor was cooksmoke rising from the hole in the center of the roof.

All a once, hisbdly fdt asif it had been pitched into a snowdrift. He ran for the door. Ashe jerked it
open, out came the latrine stench with which he and the whole village had grown too horribly familiar
over the last few days.

Hisfather, hismother, hissster—they dl lay on thefloor. Phostis was most nearly conscious; hetried to
wave his son away. Krispos paid him no heed. He dragged hisfather to the grass outside, then Tatze and
Kosta Ashedid, he wondered why he aone had been spared.

Hislegs ached fiercely when he bent to lift his mother, and when he went back for Kosta he found his
arms so clenched with cramps that he could hardly hold her. But he thought nothing of it until suddenly,
without willing it, he felt an overpowering urge to empty his bowes. He started for the bushes not far
away, but fouled himself before he got to them. Then he redlized he had not been spared after all.

He began to shout for help, stopped with the cry unuttered. Only the healer-priest could help him now,
and held just left Mokios somewhere between deep and death. If any of the villagers who were il
healthy came, they would only further risk the disease. A moment later he vomited, then suffered another
fit of diarrhea. With his guts knotted from end to end, he crawled back to hisfamily. Perhapstheir cases
would be mild. Perhaps ...

Hisfever was dready climbing, so thought soon became impossible. He felt araging thirst and managed
tofind ajar of winein the house. It did nothing to ease him; before long, he threw it up.



He crawled outsde again, shivering and stinking. The full moon shone down on him, as serene and
beautiful asif no such thing as choleraexisted. It wasthe last thing Krigpos remembered seeing that night.

"Oh, Phos be praised," someone said, asif from very far away.

Krigpos opened his eyes. He saw Mokios anxious face peering down at him and, behind the priest, the
risng sun. "No," hesaid. "It's till dark." Then the memory came crashing back. He tried to Sit. Mokios
hands, dill on him, held him down. "My family!" he gasped. "My father, my mother—"

The heder-priest's haggard face was somber. "Phos has called your mother to himsdlf," he said. ™Y our
father and sster live yet. May the good god grant them strength to endure until 1 recover enough to be of
adtothem.”

Then he did let Krigpos git. Krigpos tried to weep for Tatze, but found the cholera had so drained his
body that he could make no tears. Y phantes, now up and about, handed him a cup of water. He drank it
whilethe priest drained another.

He had to force himself to ook at Phogtis and Kosta. Their eyes and cheeks were sunken, the skin on
their hands and feet and faces tight and withered. Only their harsh breathing and the muck that kept
flowing from them said they were not dead.

"Hurry, holy s, | beg you," Krispos said to Mokios.

"| shal try, young man, truly | shdl. But firgt, | pray—" Helooked round for Y phantes, "—some food.
Never have | drained mysdf so0."

Y phantes fetched him bread and sat pork. He gobbled them down, asked for more. He had eaten like
that since held entered the village, but was thinner now than when held come. His cheeks, Krigpos
thought dully, were dmost as hollow as Phodtis.

Mokioswiped at hisbrow. "Warm today," he said.

To Krispos, the morning still felt cool. He only shrugged by way of answer; as, not long before, he had
beenin fever'sarms, he did not trust hisjudgment. He looked from hisfather to hissster. How long
could they keep lifein them?"Please, holy Sir, will it be soon?" he asked, hisnails digging into hispams.

"Assoonas| may," the heder-priest replied. "Would | were younger, and recovered more quickly.
Gladly would I—"

Mokios paused to belch. Considering how much he had eaten, and how quickly, Krispos saw nothing
out of the ordinary in that. Then the hea er-priest broke wind, loudly—as poor Varades never would
again, Krisposthought, mourning the veteran with the smal part of him not in anguish for hisfamily.

And then utter horror filled Mokios thin, tired face. For amoment, Krigpos did not understand; the
stench of incontinence by his house—indeed, throughout the village—was so thick a new addition did not
easly makeitself known. But when the healer-priest's eyes went fearfully to the wet stain spreading on
his robe, Krigpos followed.

"No," Mokios whispered.

"No," Krigpos agreed, asif their denia were stronger than truth. But the priest had tended many victims
of the cholera, had smeared himself with their muck, had worked himsalf almost to degth hedling them.



So what was more likely than ayes, or than that almost being no amost at adl?

Krispos saw onetiny chance. He seized Mokios by both shoulders; weak as he was, he was stronger
than the hedler-priest. "Holy gr," he said urgently, "holy s, can you hed yoursdf?"

"Rardy, rardly does Phos grant such agift,” Mokiossaid, "and in any case, | have not yet the strength—"
"You must try!" Krigpossaid. "If you sScken and die, the village dieswith you!"

"1 will make the attempt.” But Mokios voice held no hope, and Krigpos knew only his own fierce will
pushed the priest on.

Mokios shut his eyes, the better to muster the concentration he needed to hedl. Hislips moved
soundlesdy; Krispos recited Phos creed with him. His heart legped when, even through fever, even
through sickness, Mokios features relaxed toward the healing trance.

The priest's hands moved toward his own traitorous belly. Just as he was about to begin, his head
twisted. Pain replaced cam confidence on hisface, and he puked up everything Y phantes had brought
him. The spasms of vomiting went on and on, into the dry heaves. He dso fouled himsdif again.

When at last he could speak, Mokios said, "Pray for me, young man, and for your family, also. It may
well be that Phoswill accomplish what | cannot; not al who take choleraperish of it." He made the
sun-sgn over his heart.

Krigpos prayed as he had never prayed before. His Sster died that afternoon, his father toward evening.
By then, Mokios was unconscious. Some time that night, he died, too.

After what seemed forever but waslessthan amonth, choleraat last | eft the village done. Counting poor
brave Mokios, thirty-nine people died, close to oneinhabitant in six. Many of those who lived were too
feeble to work for weeks thereafter. But the work did not go away because fewer hands were there to
doit; harvest was coming.

Krisposworked in the fields, in the gardens, with the anima's, every moment he could. Making his body
stay busy helped keep his mind from hislosses. He was not donein his sudden devotion to tail, either;
few families had not seen at least one death, and everyone had |ost people counted dear.

But for Krispos, going home each night was a gpecid torment. Too many memorieslived in that empty
house with him. He kept thinking he heard Phostis voice, or Tatze's, or Kosta's. Whenever he looked
up, ready to answer, he found himsdlf done. That was very bad.

Hetook to eating most of his meals with Evdokia and her husband, Domokaos. Evdokia had stayed well;
Domokas, though held taken cholera, had suffered only ardatively mild case—his surviva provediit.
When, soon after the end of the epidemic, Evdokia found she was pregnant, Krispos was doubly glad of
thet.

Some villagers chose wine astheir anodyne instead of work; Krigpos could not remember atime so full
of drunken fights. "I can't redlly blame 'em,” he said to Y phantes one day as they both swung hoes against
the weeds that had flourished when the cholera made people neglect thefields, "but | do get tired of
breaking up brawls."

"We should dl be grateful you're here to break them up,” Y phantes said. "With your size and the way
you wrestle, nobody wantsto argue with you when you tell ‘em to stop. I'm just glad you're not one of



the oneswho like to throw their weight around to show how tough they are. Y ou've got your father's
head on your shoulders, Krigpos, and that's good in aman so young."

Krispos stared down as he hacked at astinging nettle. He did not want Y phantes to see the tears that
came to him whenever he thought of hisfamily, the tears he'd been too weak and too dry inside to shed
the day they died.

When he could spesak again, he changed the subject. "I wonder how good a crop well end up bringing
in?'

No former could take that question less than serioudy. Y phantes rubbed his chin, then straightened to
look out across the fields that were now beginning to go from green to gold. "Not very good,” he said
reluctantly. "We didn't do dl the cultivating we should have, and we won't have as many peopleto helpin
the harves.”

"Of course, we won't have as many people egting thiswinter, either,” Krispos said.
"With the harvest | fear well have, that may be just aswell," Y phantes answered.

Not since he was aboy in Kubrat had Krispos faced the prospect of hunger so far in advance. What
with the rapacity of the

Kubratoi, every winter then had been hungry. Now, he thought, he would face starvation cheerfully if
only he could starve dong with hisfamily.

He sighed. He did not have that choice. He lifted his hoe and attacked another weed.

"Uh-oh," Domokaos whispered asthe tax collector and his retinue came down the road toward the
village. "Hesanew one."

"Aye" Krigposwhispered back, "and aong with his clerks and his packhorses, he has soldierswith him,
too."

He could not imagine two worse signs. The usud tax collector, one Zabdas, had been coming to the
villagefor years; he could sometimes be reasoned with, which made him a prince among tax men. And
soldiers generally meant theimperid government was going to ask for something more than the ordinary.
Thisyear, the village had less than the ordinary to give.

The closer the new tax collector got, the less Krisposliked hislooks. He was thin and pinch-featured and
wore agrest many heavy rings. Theway he studied the village and its fields reminded Krispos of afence
lizard studying afly. Lizards, however, did not commonly bring archersto help them hunt.

Therewas no help for it. The tax collector set up shop in the middle of the village square. Hesatina
folding chair beneath a canopy of scarlet cloth. Behind him, his soldiers set up theimperid icons. a
portrait of the Avtokrator Anthimos and, to itsleft, asmaler image of hisuncle Petronas.

It was anew picture of Anthimosthisyear, too, Krispos saw, showing the Emperor with afull man's
beard and wearing the scarlet boots reserved for his high rank. Even so, hisimage looked no match for
that of Petronas. The older man's face was hard, tough, able, with something about his eyes that seemed
to say he could see behind him without turning his head. Petronas was no longer regent—Anthimos had
comeinto hismgority on his eighteenth birthday—»but the continued presence of hisimage said he ill
ruled Videssosin al but name.



Along with the other villagers, Krigpos bowed first to the icon of Anthimos, then to that of Petronas, and
last to the fleshly representative of imperial might. Thetax collector dipped his head a couple of inchesin
return. He drew ascroll from the small wooden case he had set beside hisleft foot, unrolled it, and began
to read:

"Whereas, declares the Phos-guarded Avtokrator Anthimos, from the beginning of our reign we have
taken agreat dedl of care and concern for the common good of affairs, we have been equally concerned
to protect well the state which Phosthelord of the great and good mind has granted us. We have
discovered that the public treasury suffers under many debts which weaken our might and make difficult
the successful prosecution of our affairs. Even matters military have been damaged by our being a aloss
for supplies, with the result that the state has been harmed by the boundless ondaughts of barbarians.
According to our ability, we deem the Situation worthy of needed correction ..."

Hewent onin that vein for sometime. Looking around, Krigpos watched his neighbors eyesglaze. The
last time he'd heard rhetoric so turgid was when | akovitzes ransomed the captive peasants from Kubrat.
That speech, at least, had presaged a happy outcome. He doubted the same would be true of this one.

From the way the soldiers shifted their weight, asif to ready themsalvesfor action, he knew when the tax
man was about to come to the unpal atable meat of the business. It arrived amoment later: "Accordingly,
al assessmentsfor the present year and until the conclusion of the aforementioned emergency are hereby
increased by one part in three, payment to be collected in gold or in kind at the times and locations
sanctioned by long-established custom. So decrees the Phos-guarded Avtokrator Anthimos.”

Thetax collector tied ascarlet ribbon round his proclamation and stowed it away initscase. One part in
three, Krigposthought. No wonder he has soldiers with him. He waited for the rest of the villagersto
join himin protest, but nobody spoke. Perhaps he was the only one who'd managed to follow the speech
al theway through.

"Excelent Sr," hesaid, and waited till the tax man's eyes swung hisway. "Excdlent..." He waited again.
"My nameisMadaas" thetax collector said grudgingly.

"Excdlent Maalas, we can pay no extratax thisyear," Krigpos said. Once he found the boldnessto
gpesk, others nodded with him. He went on, "We would have trouble paying the usual tax. This has been
ahard year for us, excdlent sir."

"Oh?What's your excuse?' Mdaas asked.

"We had sicknessin the village, excellent sr—cholera. Many died, and others were left too weak to
work for along time. Our crop issmdl thisyear.”

At the mention of the dread word cholera, some clerks and afew soldiers stirred nervoudy. Maaas,
however, amazed Krispos by burgting into laughter. "Nice try, bumpkin! Name a disease to excuse your
own laziness, make it anasty one so well be sure not to linger. Y ou'd fool some with that, maybe, but
not me. I've heard it before.”

"But it'sthe truth!" Krigpos said, appaled. "Excdlent sir, you've not seen ustill now. Our old tax
collector, Zabdas, would recognize how many faces he knew aren't here today, truly he would."

Madasyawned. "A likdy tale”

"But it'sthe truth!" Krispos repeated. The villagers backed him up: "Aye, gr, itis" "By Phos, we had
many dead, a heder-priest among 'em—" "My wife—" "My father—" "My son—""| could hardly wak



for amonth, let donefarm.”
Thetax collector raised ahand. "This matters not at al."

Krigpos grew angry. "What do you mean, it doesn't matter?' He ducked under Malaas canopy, stabbed
afinger down at the register on the tax man'sknees. "Varadesis dead. Phostis—that's my father—is
dead, and so are my mother and sister. Tzykaas son of the same nameisdead ..." He went through the
wholemeanchaly lig.

None of it moved Maldas a hairsoreadth. "Asyou say, young man, | am new here. For dl | know—in
fact, | think it likely—the people you name may be hiding in the woods, laughing up their deeves. I've
seen that happen before, believe you me."

Krigposdid believe him. Had he not ferreted out such cheats, he would not have been so arrogantly
certain of what was happening here. Krispos wished those cheats down to Skotos ice, for they'd made
the tax man blind to any real problemsavillage might have.

"The full proportion named is due and shall be collected,” Madaswent on. "Even if every word you say
istrue, taxes are assessed by village, not by individua. Thefisc has need of what you produce, and what
thefisc needs, it takes." He nodded back toward the waiting soldiers. "Pay peaceably, or it will bethe
worsefor you."

"Pay peaceably, and it will betheworsefor us," Krigpos said bitterly. Taxes were assessed collectively,
he knew, to make sure villagers tolerated no shirkers among them and so they would have to make good
the labor of anyone who left. To use the law to force them to make up for disaster was savagely unjust.

That did not stop Maaas. He announced the amount due from the village: so many goldpieces, or their
equivalent in the cropsjust harvested, dl of which were carefully and accurately listed in the register.

The villagers brought what they had set aside for the annual assessment. With much swest and scraping,
they had amassed an amount just short of what they'd paid the year before. Zabdas surely would have
been satisfied. Mdaaswas not. "WEell have therest of it now," he said.

Guarded by hissoldiers, the clerks he'd brought along swvarmed over the village like antsraiding a pot of
lard. They opened storage pit after storage pit and shoveled the grain and beans and peasinto leather
sacks.

Krigpos watched the systematic plundering. "Y ou're worse thieves than the Kubratoi!" he shouted to
Maddas.

The tax man spoiled it by taking it for acompliment. "My dear fellow, | should hope so. The barbarians
have rapacity, aye, but no system. Do please note, however, that we are not arbitrary. We take no more
than the Avtokrator Anthimos law ordains.”

"Y ou please note, excdlent sr—" Krigpos made thetitleinto a curse. "—that what the Avtokrator's law
ordainswill leave some of usto starve.”

Maddas only shrugged. For amoment, red fury o filled Krispos that he dmost shouted for the villagers
to seize wegpons and fal on the tax collector and his party. Even if they massacred them, though, what
good would it do? It would only bring moreimperia soldiers down on their heads, and those troops
would be ready to kill, not merely to stedl.

"Enough, there!" Madaas caled at length, after one of his clerks came up to whisper in hisear. "No, we
don't need that barley—fill in the pit again. Now let us be off. We have another of these miserablelittle



hamletsto vist tomorrow."

He remounted. So did his clerks and the caval rymen who had protected them. Their harnessjingled as
they rode out of the village. Theinhabitants stared after them, then to the emptied storage pits.

For along time, no one spoke. Then Domokostried to put the best light he could on things: "Maybe if
wereal very watchful, we can ..." Hisvoicetrailed away. Not even he believed what he was saying.

Krispos trudged back to his house. He picked up atrowe, went around to the side of the house away
from the square, bent down, and started digging. Finding what he was looking for took longer than hed
expected; after adozen years, held forgotten exactly where he'd buried that lucky goldpiece. At last,
though, it lay gleaming on hismuddy pam.

He amost threw the coin away; at that moment, anything with an Avtokrator'sface on it was hateful to
him. Common sense, however, soon prevailed. "Might be agood while before | see another one of
these," he muttered. He struck the goldpiece in the pouch he wore on his belt.

Hewent into his house again. From their places on the wall he took down spear and sword. The sword
he belted on next to his pouch. The spear would aso do for a staff. He went outside. Clouds were
building in the north. Thefal rains had not yet sarted, but they would soon. When the roads turned to
mud, a staff would be handy.

Helooked around. "Anything else | need?' he asked out loud. He ducked inside one last time, came out
with haf aloaf of bread. Then he walked back to the village square. Domokos and Evdokia were il
standing there, dlong with severa other people. They were talking about Mdaas vist, in the soft,
stunned tones they would have used after aflood or other natural disaster.

Domokos raised an eyebrow when he saw the gear Krispos carried. "Going hunting?' he asked his
brother-in-law.

"Y ou might say s0," Krigpos answered. "Hunting something better than this, anyhow. If the Empire can
rob usworse than the wild men ever did, what's the use of farming? A long time ago, | wondered what
else| could do. I'm off for Videssos the city, to try to find out.”

Evdokiatook hisarm. "Don't go!"

"Siger, | think | haveto. Y ou and Domokos have each other. Me—" He bit hislip. "I tear mysdlf up
ingde every timel go home. Y ou know why." He waited until Evdokia nodded. Her face was twisted,
too. Hewent on, "Besides, I'll be one less mouth to feed here. That's bound to help—alittle, anyhow."

"Will you soldier, then?' Domokos asked.
"Maybe." Krigpos dill did not liketheidea. "If | can't find anything else, | guess| will."

Evdokia embraced him. "Phos guard you on the road and in the city." Krigpos saw by how quickly she
stopped arguing that she redlized he was doing what he needed to do.

He hugged her, too, felt the swell of her growing belly against him. He clasped Domokos hand. Then he
walked away from them, away from everything held ever known, west toward the highway that led south
tothecity.

From the village to theimperia capital was ajourney of about ten daysfor aman in good condition and



serious about hiswalking. Krispos was both, but took three weeks to get there. He stopped to help
gather beansfor aday here, to cut timber for an afternoon there, for whatever other odd jobs he could
find. He got to Videssos the city with food in his belly and some money in his pouch besides his
goldpiece.

He had aready seen marvels on hisway south, for asthe road neared the city it came down by the sea.
Hed stopped and stared for long minutes at the sight of water that went on and on forever. But that was
anatural wonder, and now he was come to one worked by man: the walls of Videssos.

He'd seen city wallsbefore, at Imbros and at several towns held passed on hisjourney. They'd seemed
splendid things then, huge and strong. Next to the walls he approached now, they were astoys, and
toddlers toysat that.

Before Videssos outer wall was abroad, deep ditch. That outwall loomed, five or sx timesastdl asa
man. Every fifty to ahundred yards stood square or hexagond towers that weretaller ill. Krigpos
would have thought those works could hold out Skotos himsdlf, let done any morta foe the city might
face.

But behind that outer wal stood another, mightier yet. Itstowers were sited between those of the
outwall, so some tower bore directly on every inch of ground in front of the wall.

"Don't stand there gawking, you miserable bumpkin,” someone caled from behind Krispos. He turned
and saw a gentleman with afine hooded cloak to keep him dry. Therain had started the night before;
long since soaked, Krispos had stopped caring about it.

His cheeks hot, he hurried toward the gate. That proved amarve in itsaf, with valves of iron and bronze
and wood thick as aman's body. Peering up as he walked under the outwall, he saw troopers looking
down at him through iron gates. "What are they doing up there?" he asked a guardsman who was
keeping traffic moving smoothly through the gate.

The guard smiled. " Suppose you were an enemy and somehow you'd managed to batter down the outer
door. How would you like to have boiling water or red-hot sand poured down on your head?'

"Not very much, thanks." Krispos shuddered.

The gate guard laughed. "Neither would 1." He pointed to Krigpos spear. "Have you cometo join up?
You'l get better gear than that, | promise you."

"1 might, depending on what kind of other luck | find here," Krispos said.

By the way the gate guard nodded, Krispos was sure held heard those words or ones much like them
many times. Thefdlow said, "They use the meadow south of here, down by the sea, for apracticefidd.
If you do need to look for an officer, you can find one there.”

"Thanks. I'll remember," Krigpos said. Everyone seemed to want to push him toward asoldier'slife. He
shook his head. He till did not want to be asoldier. Surely in acity asgreat as Videssos was said to be,
acity asgreat asher wals proclamed her to be, he would be able to find something, anything, elseto do
with hislife. Hewalked on.

The valves of theinner wal's gates were even stouter than those of the outwall. As Krigpos passed under
theinner wall, helooked up and saw another set of murder-holes. Fedling quite the city sophigticate, he
gavethe soldiers over his head afriendly nod and kept going. A few more steps and hewastruly insde
Videssosthecity.



Just as he had in front of thewalls, he stopped in histracksto stare. The only thing with which he could
think to compare the view was the sea. Now, though, he gazed on a sea of buildings. He had never
imagined houses and shops and golden-domed temples to Phos stretching asfar asthe eye could reach.

Again someone behind him shouted for him to get moving. He took afew steps, then afew more, and
soon found himself walking through the streets of the city. He had no ideawhere he was going; for the
moment, one place seemed as good as another. It wasdl equaly strange, and dl equally marvelous.

He flattened himsdlf againgt the front of ashop to let amule-drawn cart squeeze past. In hisvillage, the
driver would have been someone he knew. Even in Imbros, the fellow probably would have raised a
finger to hisforehead in thanks. Here, he paid Krigpos no mind at al, though the squeaking whedls of his
cart dmost brushed the newcomer'stunic. By the set look on hisface, he had someplace important to go
and not enough time to get there.

That seemed to be a characterigtic of the people on the streets. Living in the most splendid city inthe
world, they gave it even less notice than Krigpos had the familiar houses of hisvillage. They did not notice
him, either, except when his dow walk exasperated them. Then they sidestepped and scooted past him
with the adroitness, dmost, of so many dancers.

Their talk, the snatches of it that he picked up over the squed of axles, the banging of copperamiths
hammers, and the patter of therain, had the same quick, usive quality to it astheir wak. Sometimes he
had to think to understand it, and some of what he heard eluded him atogether. It was Videssian, aye,
but not the Videssian he had learned from his parents.

He wandered for acouple of hours. Once hefound himself in alarge square that he thought was called
the Forum of the Ox. He did not see any oxen iniit, though everything else in the world seemed to be for
sdethere.

"Fried squid!" avendor shouted.

A twist of breeze brought the savory scent of hot olive ail, breading, and seafood to Krispos nose. His
stomach growled. Sightseeing, he realized suddenly, was hungry work. He wasn't sure what asquid was,
but asked, "How much?’

"Three coppers apiece,” the man answered.

Krigpos gtill had some small change in his pouch from the last job held done before he got to the city.
"Givemetwo."

The vendor plucked them from hisbrazier with a pair of tongs. "Mind your fingers, now, pad—they're
hot," he said as he exchanged them for Krigpos coins.

Krispos amost dropped them, but not because they were hot. He shifted his spear to the crook of his
elbow so he could point. "Can | eat these—these—" He did not even know the right word.

"The tentacles? Sure—alot of people say they're the best part.” Thelocal gave him aknowing amile.
"Not from around these parts, are you?"

"Er, no." Krigposlost himsdlf in the crowd; he did not want the squid-seller watching while he nerved
himsdf to eat what hed bought. The meat inside the breadcrumbs proved white and chewy, without any
pronounced flavor; the tentacles weren't much different, so far ashe could tell, from the rest. He licked
hisfingers, flicked at his beard to didodge stray crumbs, and walked on.

Darkness began to fall. Krigpos knew just enough of citiesto try to find aninn. At last he did. "How



much for amea and aroom?"' he asked the tall thin man who stood behind arow of wine and beer
barrelsthat served as abar.

"Fvepiecesof Slver," theinnkeeper sad flatly.

Krisposflinched. Not counting his goldpiece, he did not have that much. No matter how he haggled, he
could not bring the fellow down below three. "Can | deep in the stablesif | tend your animals or stand
guard for you?' he asked.

The innkeeper shook his head. " Got a horseboy, got abouncer.”

"Why areyou so dear?' Krigpos said. "When | bought squid cheap this afternoon, | figured everything
elsg'd be—how would you say it?—in proportion.”

"Aye, squid and fish and clams are chegp enough,” theinnkeeper said. "If you just want agood fish stew,
I'll give you abig bowl for five coppers. We have lots of fish here. How not? Videssosisthe biggest port
intheworld. But we have lots of people, too, so space, now, spacell cost you.”

"Oh." Krigpos scratched his head. What the innkeeper said made a strange kind of sense, even if hewas
not used to thinking in those terms. "I'll take that bowl of stew, and thank you. But where am | supposed
to deegp tonight? Even if it wasn't raining, | wouldn't want to do it on the Streets.”

"Don't blameyou." Theinnkeeper nodded. "Likely you'd get robbed the first night—doesn't matter how
sharp your spear isif you're not awake to useit. Armed that way, though, you could try the barracks.”

"Not till I'vetried everything else," Krigpos said stubbornly. "If | deep in the barracks once, I'll end up
deeping therefor years. | just want aplaceto set my head till | find steady work."

"l seewhat you're saying." Theinnkeeper walked over to thefireplace, stirred the pot that hung over it
with awooden spoon. "Y our best bet'd likely be amonagtery. If you help with the chores, they'll house
you for awhile, and feed you, too. Not anice stew like this—" He ladled out alarge, steaming bowlful.
"—>put bread and cheese and beer, plenty to keep you from starving. Now let's see those coppers, if you
please"

Krispos paid him. The stew was good. The innkeeper gave him ahed of bread to sop up the last of it.
He wiped his mouth on his damp deeve, waited until the innkeeper was done serving another customer.
Then hesaid, "A monagtery sounds like agood idea. Wherewould | find one?"

"There must be adozen of 'emin the city.” Theinnkeeper stopped to think. "The one dedicated to the
holy Pelagiosis closes, but it's small and hasn't the room to take in many off the street. Better you should
try the monastery of the holy Skirios. They always have space for travelers.”

"Thanks. I'll do that. How do | get there?" Krigpos made the innkeeper repest the directions severa
times; he wanted to be sure he had them straight. Once he was, he stood in front of the fire to soak up as
much warmth as he could, then plunged into the night.

He soon regretted it. The directions might have served well enough by daylight. In the dark, with haf the
firepotsthat should have it the streets doused by rain, he got hopelesdy lost. The innkeeper'sfire quickly
became only awistful memory.

Few people were out and about so late. Some traveled in large bands and carried torchesto light their
way. Others walked alone, in darkness. One of those followed Krispos for blocks and sank back into
deeper shadow whenever Krigpos turned to look hisway. Farm boy or not, he could figure out what that
meant. He lowered his spear and took a couple of stepstoward the skulker. The next time he looked



around, thefellow was gone.

The longer Krispos waked, the more he marveled at how many streets, and how many miles of streets,
Videssosthe city had. From the way hisfeet fdt, he had tramped dl of them—and nonetwice, for
nothing looked familiar. Had he stumbled on another inn, he would have spent hislucky goldpiece
without a second thought.

Instead, far more by luck than design, he came upon alarge low structure with severa gates. All but one
were barred and silent. Torches burned there, though, and a stout man in ablue robe stood in the
gateway. He was armed with an even stouter cudgel, which he hefted when Krispos waked into the
flickering circle of light the torches cast.

"What building isthis?' he asked as he approached. He trailed his spear, to look as harmless as he could.

"Thisisthe monagtery that servesthe memory of the holy Skirios, may Phos hallow his soul for all
eternity,” the watchman replied.

"May heindeed!" Krigpos said fervently. "And may | beg shelter of you for the night? I've wandered the
Streets searching for this monastery for—for—well, it seemslike forever.”

The monk at the gate smiled. "Not that long, | hope, though it isthe sixth hour of the night. Aye, comein,
stranger, and be welcome, so long as you come in peace." He eyed Krispos spear and sword.

"By Phos, | do."

"Well enough," the watchman said. "Enter then, and rest. WWhen morning comes, you can present yoursalf
to our holy abbot Pyrrhos with the otherswho camein out of the rain this evening. He, or someone under
him, will assign you some task for tomorrow—or perhaps for sometime, if you need alonger time of
shelter with us."

"Agreed," Krigpos said at once. He started to walk past the monk, then paused. "Pyrrhos, you say? |
knew aman by that name once." He frowned, trying to remember where or when, but gaveit up witha
ghrug after amoment.

The monk aso shrugged. "I've known two or three mysdf; it'safairly common name."

"Aye, 0itis" Krigpos yawned. The monk pointed the way to the common room.

The abbot Pyrrhos was dreaming. It was one of those dreams where he knew he was dreaming but did
not particularly want to break the mood by exerting hiswill. Hewasin aline of people coming before
somejudge, whether imperid or divine he could not say.

He could not hear the judgments the enthroned figure was passing on those in front of him, but hewas
not greatly concerned, either. He knew he had led apiouslife, and hisworldly sinswere aso small.
Surely no harsh sentence could fal on him.

Theline moved forward with dreamlike quickness. Only one woman stood between him and the judge.
Then she, too, was gone. Had she walked away? Disappeared? Pyrrhos had not noticed, but that, too,
was the way of dreams. The abbot bowed to the man—if it was a man—on the throne.

Eyes stern asthose of Phos transfixed Pyrrhos. He bowed again and stayed bent at the waist. Almost he
went to hands and knees and then to hisbdlly, asif he stood before the Avtokrator. "[llustrious lord—"



his dream-voice quavered.

"Silence, worm!™ Now he could hear the judge's voice. It reverberated like athunderclap in his head.
"Doasl say and dl will bewdl for Videssos; fail and dl failswith you. Do you understand?’

"Aye, lord," dream-Pyrrhos said. " Speak, and | obey."

"Go then to the monastery common room. Go at once; do not wait for dawn. Cal out the name Krigpos,
once, twice, three times. Give the man who answers every favor; treat him asif he were your own son.
Get hence now, and do as | have ordained.”

Pyrrhoswoketo find himsdlf safein hisown bed. A guttering lamp illuminated his chamber. Savefor
being larger and packed with books, it was like the cellsin which his monks dept—unlike many abbots,
he disdained persona comfort as aweakness.

"What astrange dream,” he whispered. All the same, he did not get up. He yawned instead. Within
minutes, he was adeep again.

Hefound himsdlf before the enthroned judge once more. Thistime, hewas at the head of theline. If he
had thought those eyes stern before, they fairly blazed now. "Insolent wretch!" the judge cried. "Obey, or
al totters around you. Summon the man Krigpos from the common room, once, twice, threetimes. Give
him the favor you would your own son. Waste no time in sottish dumber. Thismust be done! Now go!™

Pyrrhos woke with aviolent start. Sweset beaded his forehead and his shaven crown. He still seemed to
hear the last word of the judge's angry shout dinning in his ears. He started to get out of bed, then
stopped. Anger of hisown filled him. What business did adream have, telling him what to do?

Déliberately helay back down and composed himself for deep. It came more dowly thistime than
before, but his disciplined mind enforced rest on him asif it were aprogram of exercise. His eyes sagged
shut, his breething grew soft and regular.

Hefdt acold caress of terror—the judge was coming down from the throne, straight for him. Hetried to
run and could not. The judge seized him, lifting him asif he were light asamouse. " Summon the man
Krigpos, fool!" he roared, and cast Pyrrhos from him. The abbot fell and fell and fell forever ...

He woke up on the cold stone floor.

Trembling, Pyrrhos got to his feet. He was a bold man; even now, he started to return to his bed. But
when he thought of the enthroned judge and those terrible eyes—and how they would look should he
disobey yet again—boldnessfailed. He opened the door to his chamber and stepped out into the
halway.

Two monksreturning to their cellsfrom alate-night prayer vigil glanced up in surprise to see someone
approaching them. Aswas hisright, Pyrrhos stared through them asiif they did not exist. They bowed
their heads and, without aword, stood aside to | et the abbot pass.

The door to the common room was barred on the side away from the men the monastery took in.
Pyrrhos had second thoughts as he lifted the bar—but he had not fallen out of bed since he was a boy.
He could not make himself believe he had fallen out of bed tonight. Shaking his head, he went into the
COmmon room.

Asdways, the smdl hit him firgt, the smell of the poor, the hungry, the desperate, and the derdlict of
Videssos: unwashed humanity, stale wine, from somewhere the sharp tang of vomit. Tonight therain
added damp straw's mustiness and the oily lanolin reek of wet wool to the mix.



A man said something to himsdf as he turned over in his deep. Others snored. Onefdlow sat againgt a
wall, coughing the consumptive's endless racking bark. 1'm to pick one of these men to treat as my
son? the abbot thought. One of these?

It was either that or go back to bed. Pyrrhos got asfar as putting hisfingers on the door handle. He
found he did not dare to work it. Sighing, he turned back. "Krispos?' he caled softly.

A couple of men gtirred. The consumptive's eyes, huge in histhin face, met the abbot's. He could not
read the expression in them. No one answered him.

"Krigpos?' he caled again.

Thistime he spoke louder. Someone grumbled. Someone el se sat up. Again, no onereplied. Pyrrhosfelt
the heat of embarrassment rise to the top of histonsured head. If nothing came of thisnight'sfolly, he
would have some explaining to do, perhaps even—he shuddered at the thought—to the patriarch himsdif.
He hated the idea of making himself vulnerable to Gnatios mockery; the ecumenical patriarch of
Videssos was far too secular to suit him. But Gnatios was Petronas cousin, and so long as Petronas was
the most powerful man in the Empire, his cousin would remain at the head of the ecclesagticd hierarchy.

One morefruitless call, the abbot thought, and his ordeal would be over. If Gnatios wanted to mock him
for it, well, he had endured worse thingsin his service to Phos. That reflection steadied him, so hisvoice
rang out loud and clear: "Krigpos?'

Several men sat up now. A couple of them glared at Pyrrhosfor interrupting their rest. He had aready
begun to turn to go back to his chamber when someone said, "Aye, holy sir, I'm Krispos. What do you
want of me?'

It was agood question. The abbot would have been happier with agood answer for it.

Krispos sat in the monastery study while Pyrrhos bustled about lighting lamps. When that small, homely
task was done, the abbot took a chair opposite him. The lamplight failed tofill his eyesockets or the
hollows of his cheeks, leaving hisface strange and not quite human as he sudied Krispos.

"What am | to do with you, young man?' hesaid at last.

Krigpos shook his head in bewilderment. "1 couldn't begin to tell you, holy sir. You caled, so | answered;
that'sdl | know about it." He fought down ayawn. He would sooner have been back in the common
room, asleep.

"Isit?Isit indeed?' The abbot leaned forward, voice tight with suppressed eagerness. It was asif he
were trying to find out something from Krigposwithout |etting on that he was trying to.

By that sign, Krispos knew him. He had been just so adozen years before, asking questions about the
goldpiece Omurtag had given Krispos—the same goldpiece, herealized, that he had in his pouch. Save
for the passage of time, which sat lightly on it, Pyrrhos gaunt, intent face was aso the same.

"Y ou were up on the platform with lakovitzes and me," Krigpos said.
The abbot frowned. "I crave pardon? What was that?"

"In Kubrat, when he ransomed us from the wild men," Krispos explained.



"l was?' Pyrrhos gaze suddenly sharpened; Krispos saw that he remembered, too. "By thelord with the
great and good mind, | was," the abbot said dowly. He drew the circular sun-sign on hisbreast. "Y ou
were but aboy then."

It sounded like an accusation. Asif to remind himsdf it was true no more, Krispostouched the hilt of his
sword. Thus reassured, he nodded.

"But boy no more," Pyrrhos said, agreeing with him. "Y et here we are, drawn back together once more.”
He made the sun-sign again, then said something completely obscure to Krigpos: "No, Gnatios will not

laugh."
"Holy sr?'

"Never mind." The abbot's attention might have wandered for amoment. Now it focused on Krigpos
again. "Tdl me how you came from whatever village you lived in to Videssosthe city.”

Krispos did. Speaking of his parents and sister's deaths brought back the pain, nearly as strong asif he
fdtit for thefirst time. He had to wait before he could go on. "And then, with the village il dl in
disarray, our taxeswent up athird, | suppose to pay for some war at the other end of the Empire.”

"Morelikely to pay for another—or another dozen—of Anthimaos extravagant follies." Pyrrhos mouth
setinathin, hard line of disapprova. "Petronas lets him have hisway in them, the better to keep thetrue
reins of ruling in hisown hands. Neither of them cares how they gain the gold to pay for such sport, so
long asthey do."

"Asmay be" Krispos said. "It's not why we were broken, but that we were broken that put me on my
way here. Farmers have hard enough times worrying about nature. If the tax man wrecks us, too, weve
got no hope at dl. That'swhat it looked like to me, and that'swhy | left.”

Pyrrhos nodded. "1've heard like tales before. Now, though, the question arises of what to do with you.
Did you cometo the city planning to use the weapons you carry?"

"Not if | can find anything elseto do,” Krispos said at once.

"Hmm." The abbot stroked his bushy beard. "Y ou lived al your lifetill now on afarm, yes? How areyou
with horses?'

"I can manage, | expect,” Krigpos answered, "though I'm better with mules; 1've had more to do with
them, if you know what | mean. Mules'm good with. Any other livestock, too, and I'm your man. Why
do you want to know, holy sir?"

"Because | think that, asthe flows of your life and mine have come together after so many years, it seems
fitting for lakovitzes to be mingled with the stream once more, aswell. And because | happen to know
that lakovitzesis constantly looking for new groomsto servein his stables.”

"Would he take me on, holy sir? Someone he's never—well, just about never—seen before? If he would
.. Krigpos eyeslit up. "If hewould, I'd legp at the chance.”

"Hewould, on my urging,” Pyrrhos said. "We're cousins of sorts: his great-grandfather and my
grandmother were brother and sister. He d so owes me afew more favorsthan | owe him at the

"If hewould, if you would, | couldn't think of anything better. " Krigpos meant it; if he was going to work
with animals, it would be dmost asif he had the best of farm and city both. He hesitated, then asked a



guestion he knew was dangerous. "But why do you want to do thisfor me, holy sir?"

Pyrrhos sketched the sun-sign. After amoment, Krispos redlized that was all the answer held get. When
the abbot spoke, it was of his cousn. "Understand, young man, you are dtogether freeto refuse thisif
you wish. Many would, without a second thought. | don't know if you recall, but lakovitzesisaman
of—how shdl | say it?—uncertain temperament, perhaps.”

Krigpos smiled. He did remember.

The abbot smiled, too, but thinly. "That is one reason, of course, why he constantly seeks new grooms.
Truly, | may be doing you no favor, though | pray to Phosthat | am.”

"Soundsto melikeyou are," Krispos said.

"l hope s0." Pyrrhos made the sun-sign again, which puzzled Krispos. Pyrrhos hesitated, then went on,
"Injudtice, thereis one other thing of which | should warn you: Iakovitzesis said sometimesto seek, ah,
services from his grooms other than caring for his bessts.”

"Oh." That made Krispos hesitate, too. His memory of the way lakovitzes had touched him was
inextricably joined to the mortification hed known on that Midwinter's Day when the villagers poked fun
at himand Idalkos. "'l don't have any leaningsthat way myself," he said carefully. "But if he pushestoo
hard, | suppose | can aways quit—I'd be no worse off then than if | hadn't met you.”

"What you say hasameasure of truth init,” Pyrrhos said. "Very well, then, if it isyour wish, | will take
you to meet lakovitzes."

"Let'sgo!" Krigposleaped to hisfeet.

The abbot stayed seated. "Not quite at thisinstant,” he said, hisvoice dry. "lakovitzes may occasiondly
go to bed in the ninth hour of the night, but | assure you heisnot in the habit of rising at thistime. If we
went to his home now, we would be turned away from his door, most likely with dogs.”

"| forgot what time it was," Krispos said sheepishly.

"Go back to the common room. Seep the rest of the night there. When morning comes, we will vist my
cousin, | promiseyou." Pyrrhosyawned. "I may eventry for alittle more degp myself, assuming | don't
get thrown out of bed again.”

"Holy sr?" Krigpos asked, but the abbot did not explain.

lakovitzes house was large but, from the outside, not otherwise impressive. Only afew windows
interrupted the long whitewashed front that faced the street. They were too narrow to let in any thief, no
matter how young or skinny.

A second story stood above the firgt, and overhung it by three or four feet. In summer, that would have
crested shade; now, with the rain coming down again, it kept Krispos and Pyrrhos from getting any
wetter as the abbot seized the horseshoe that served for aknocker and pounded it against lakovitzes
stout front door.



A servant opened alittle grillwork in the center of the door and peered through it. "Abbot Pyrrhos™ he
said. Krigpos heard him lift the bar. The door opened outward a moment later. "Comein, holy sir, and
your friend aswell."

Just insde the doorway lay amat of woven straw. Pyrrhos stopped to wipe his muddy sandals on it
before he walked down the hal. Admiring the wit of whoever had come up with such auseful device,
Krigposimitated the abbot.

"Have you breakfasted, holy sir?" the servant asked.

"On monagtery fare," Pyrrhos said. "That suits me well enough, but | daresay Krispos here would be
grateful for abit more. In any casg, it ison hisbehaf that | have cometo visit your master.”

"l see. Krigpos, you say hisnameis? Very well. Wait here, if you please. I'll have something sent him
from the kitchen and will inform lakovitzes directly.”

"Thank you," Pyrrhos said. Krigpos said nothing. He was too busy staring. "Here'—lakovitzes waiting
room—was the most magnificent place he had ever seen. The floor was amosaic, a hunting scene with
men spearing boars from horseback. Krispos had seen mosaic work once before, in the dome of Phos
temple at Imbros. Never in hiswildest dreams had he imagined anyone save perhaps the Avtokrator
possessing amaosaic of hisown.

The waiting room opened onto a courtyard that seemed about the Size of the village square Krispos had
S0 recently left. In the center stood a horse, frozen in mid-rear. Krigpos needed amoment to redlize it
was astatue. Around it were patterned rows of hedges and flowers, though most of the blooms had
aready falen because the season was so late. A marble fountain plashed just outside the waiting room,
as happily asif rain had never been invented.

"Hereyou are, Sr." The view so enthraled Krispos that the young man at his elbow might have spoken
two or three times before he noticed. When he turned with astammered apol ogy, the servant handed him
acovered slver tray. "Lobgter tail in cream sauce, with parsnips and squash. | hope that suitsyou, Sir."

"What? Oh. Yes. Of course. Thank you." Noticing he was babbling, Krispos shut up. So far as he could
remember, no one had ever called him "sir" before. Now thisfellow had doneit twice in about as many
sentences.

When helifted thelid, the delicious aromathat floated up from the tray drove such maunderings out of his
mind. The lobster tasted even better than it smelled, which amazed him dl over again. It was sweeter than
pork and more delicate than ved, and he could only regret that it disappeared so fast. lakovitzes cook
knew more about what to do with squash and parsnips than any of the village women had, too.

He had just set down the tray and was licking cream sauce off his mustache when lakovitzes cameinto
thewaiting room. "Héllo, Pyrrhos." He held out his hand for the abbot's clasp. "What brings you here so
early, and who's this stalwart young chap you have with you?' His eyes walked up and down Krispos.

"Y ou've met him before, cousin,” Pyrrhos said.

"Havel? Then I'd best arrange a guardian to oversee my affairs, for my memory isplainly not what it
was." lakovitzes clapped a hand to hisforehead in melodramatic despair. He waved Pyrrhos and
Krigposto a couch and sat down himself in achair closeto Krigpos. He pulled it closer yet. "Explain to
me, then, if you would, my evident declineinto senility.”

Pyrrhos was either long used to lakovitzes histrionics or, perhaps more likely, without enough sense of



humor to react much to them. "Krispos here was agreat deal younger then,” the abbot explained. "He
was the boy who stood on the platform with you to sedl one of your ransoming bargains with Omurtag.”

"The more | forget about those beastly tripsto Kubrat, the happier I'll be." 1akovitzes paused, stroking
his carefully trimmed beard while he studied Krispos again. "By Phos, | dorecal!” hesaid. "Youwerea
pretty boy then, and you're quite the handsome youth now. By that proud nose of yours, I'd almost guess
you were aVaspurakaner, though if you're from the northern border | don't supposethat'slikey."

"My father ways said his sde of the family had Vaspurakaner blood," Krigpos said.

lakovitzes nodded. "It could be so; "princes resettled there after some old war—or some old treachery.
Whether or not, the look becomesyou."”

Krigpos did not know how to answer that, so he kept quiet. Some of the village girls had praised his
looks, but never aman before.

To hisrelief, lakovitzes turned back to Pyrrhos. "Y ou were about to tell me, | expect, how and why dear
Krigpos here comesto bein the city instead of back at hisrustic village, and aso how and why that
pertansto me."

Krispos saw how his sharp eyes bored into the abbot's. He aso noted that 1akovitzes was not going to
say anything of consequence until he heard Pyrrhos story. He thought better of him for it; whatever
lakovitzes taste in pleasures, the man was no fool.

The abbot told the tale as Krispos had given it to him, then carried it forward. His explanation of how he
had cometo call for Krisposin the monastery was vague. Krispos had thought so the night before.
lakovitzes, however, wasin apostion to cal Pyrrhosonit. "I don't follow you there," he said. "Back up
and tel mejust how that happened.”

Pyrrhoslooked harassed. "Only if | have your vow by thelord with the grest and good mind to let the
story go no further—and yours aswell, Krigpos." Krispos swore the oath; after amoment, 1akovitzes
did, too. "Very well, then," the abbot said heavily. He told of histhree dreams of the night before, and of
ending up on the floor after the last one.

Silencefilled the waiting room when he was done. lakovitzes brokeit, asking, "And you think this
means—what?"

"I wish I knew," Pyrrhos burst out. He sounded as exasperated as he looked. "That it isasending, | think
no one could deny. But whether it isfor good or evil, from Phos or Skotos or neither, | would not begin
to guess. | can only say that in some way quite unapparent to me, Krigpos here is more remarkable than
he seems”

"He seems remarkabl e enough, though perhaps not in the way you mean,” lakovitzes said with asmile.
"So you brought him to me, eh, cousin, to fulfill your dream'’s commandment to treat him like ason?|
suppose | should be flattered—unless you think your dream does bodeill and are not letting on.”

"No. No priest of Phos could do such athing without yielding his soul to the certainty of Skotos ice,"
Pyrrhos said.

lakovitzes steepled hisfingertips. "I suppose not.” He turned his smile, charming and cynicd at the same
time, on Krispos. " So, young man, now that you are here—for good or ill—what would you?'

"l cameto Videssosthe city for work," Krigpos said dowly. "The abbot tells me you're hiring grooms.
I'velived on afarm al my life but for the last couple of weeks. Y ou won't find many city-raised folk



better with beaststhan | am."

"Thereis probably agood ded of truth in that." Iakovitzes raised an eyebrow. "Did my cousin the most
holy abbot—" He spoke with such fulsome sincerity that the praise sounded like sarcasm, "—a 0, ah,
warn you that | sometimes seek more from my grooms than skill with animas aone?!

"Yes" Krigpos said flatly, then kept ill.
Finaly, lakovitzes prompted him: "And 07"

"Sir, if that'swhat you want from me, | expect you'll be ableto find it e sewhere with lesstrouble. | do
thank you for the breakfast, and for your time. Thank you aswell, holy sr,” Krispos added for Pyrrhos
benefit as he stood to go.

"Don't be hasty." 1akovitzes jumped to hisfeet, too. "I do need grooms, as a matter of fact. Suppose |
take you on with no requirement past caring for the beasts, with room and board and—hmm—a
goldpiece aweek."

"Y ou pay the otherstwo,” Pyrrhos said.

"Dear cousin, | thought you priests reckoned slence avirtue," lakovitzes said. It was the sweetest snarl
Krispos had heard. 1akovitzes turned back to him. "Very well, then, two goldpieces aweek, though you
lacked the wit to ask for them yoursdlf."

"Just the beasts?' Krispos said.

"Just the beasts'—I akovitzes sighed—"though you must not hold it againgt meif fromtimetotimel try to
find out whether you've changed your mind."

"Will you hold it againgt me if | keep saying no?'
lakovitzesSghed again. "l suppose not.”

"Then we've got oursalves abargain." Krigpos stuck out his hand. It dmost swallowed lakovitzes,
though the smaller man's grip was surprisingly strong.

"Gomarid" lakovitzes shouted. The man who had let in Krispos and Pyrrhos appeared a moment later,
panting alittle. "Gomaris, Krigposwill be one of the grooms from now on. Why don't you find him some
clothes better than those rags he has on and then get him settled in with the rest of the lads?”

"Of course. Come dong, Krigpos, and welcome to the household.” Gomariswaited till he was hafway
down the hdll, then added softly, "Whatever eseit isaround here, it'srarely dull.”

"That," said Krispos, "'l believe.”

"Here comesthe farm boy."

Krigpos heard the whisper as he came into the stable. By the way Barses and Meletios sniggered at each
other, he had been meant to hear. He scowled. They were both younger than he, but they were also from
the city, and from families of more than alittle wealth. So were most of 1akovitzes grooms. They seemed
to enjoy making Krispos life miserable.

Barsestook ashovd off thewal and thrugt it at Krispos. "Here you are, farm boy. Since you've lived



with manure dl your life, you can clean out the salstoday. Y ou're used to smelling like the hind end of a
horse." His handsome face split in awide, mocking grin.

"It's not my turn to shovel out today," Krispos said shortly.

"Oh, but we think you should do it anyway," Barses said. "Don't we, Méeletios?' The other groom
nodded. He was even handsomer than Barses, amost pretty, in fact.

"No," Krigpos said.

Barses eyeswent wide in feigned surprise. "The farm boy growsinsolent. | think well haveto teach him
alesson.”

"Sowewill," Médetios said. Smiling in anticipation, he stepped toward Krispos. "l wonder how fast farm
boys learn. I've heard they're not too bright.”

Krigpos frown degpened. Hed known for aweek that the hazing he'd been sweating out would turn
physical sooner or later. He'd thought he was ready—but two against one wasn't how held wanted it to
happen. He hed up ahand. "Wait!" he said in ahigh, darmed voice. "I'll clean 'em. Give me the shovel.”

Barseshdd it out. Hisface showed an interesting mix of amusement, triumph, and contempt. ™Y ou'd best
do agood job, too, farm boy, or well make you lick up whatever you—"

Krispos snatched the shovel from his hands, whirled, and rammed the handle into the pit of Mdetios
somach. The groom closed up on himsdf like abelows, gasping usdlessly for air.

Krigposthrew the shovel aside. "Come on!" he snarled at Barses. "Or aren't you as good with your
hands as you are with your mouth?"

"You'll see, farm boy!" Barses sprang at him. He was strong and fearless and knew something of what he
was doing, but held never been through anything like the course in nasty fighting Krigpos had taken from
Idalkos. In less than two minutes he was down in the straw beside Méetios, groaning and trying to hold
hisknee, hisgroin, hisribs, and a couple of didocated fingers, al at the sametime.

Krispos stood over the other two grooms, bresthing hard. One of his eyeswas half closed and a
collarbone had gotten afearful whack, but he'd dished out alot more than held taken. He picked up the
shovel and tossed it between Méetios and Barses. "Y ou can shovel out for yoursalves.”

Meéletios grabbed the shovel and started to swing it at Krigpos ankles. Krispos stamped on his hand.
Méletios shrieked and let go. Krispos kicked him in the ribs with force nicely caculated to yield
maximum hurt and minimum permanent damage. "Cometo think of it, Mdetios, you do the shoveling
today. You just earned it."

Even through his pain, Meletios et out an indignant squawk and cast alook of appeal toward Barses.

The other groom was just sitting up. He shook his head, then grimaced as he regretted the motion. "I'm
not going to argue with him, Méetios, and if you have any sense, you wont, either." He managed a
lopsided grin. "Nobody with any senseis going to argue with Krigpos, not after today."

The harassment did not disappear. With adozen grooms ranging from their mid-teens up to Krispos age,
and dl living in one another's pockets, that would hardly have been possible. But after Krigpos dedlt with
Barses and Méletios, he was accepted as one of the group and got to hand it out aswell astakeit.



Not only that, he got himself listened to, where before the other grooms had paid no attention to what he
thought. Thus when they were hashing over the best way to treat ahorse with amild but stubborn fever,
one of them turned to Krigpos and asked,"What would you have done abouit thisin that backwoods
place you came from?"

"The green forageisal very well," he said after alittle thought, "and the wet, doppy food and grue, but
we aways said there was nothing like beer to speed thingsaong.”

"Beer?' The grooms whopped.
Barses asked, "For us or the animal ?"
Krigpos laughed, too, but said, "For theanimal. A bucket or three ought to do thejob."

"Hemeansit," Mdetiossaid in surprise. He turned thoughtful. He was dl businesswhere horseswere
concerned. lakovitzestolerated no groom who was not, whatever other charms he might have. Ina
musing tone, Mdetioswent on, "What say wetry it? | don't see how it could do any harm.”

So acouple of buckets of beer went into the horse's trough every morning, and if the grooms bought a bit
more than the sick animal really needed, why, only they knew about that. And after afew days, the
horse's condition did improve: his breathing dowed, his eyes brightened, and his skin and mouth lost the
dry look and fed they'd had while he wasill.

"Well done," Barses said when the horse was clearly on the mend. "Next time | take afever, you know
what to do with me, though I'd sooner have wine, | think." Krisposthrew aclod of dirt a him.

lakovitzes had watched the treatment with as much interest as any of the grooms. When it succeeded, he
handed Krispos agoldpiece. "And come sup with methisevening, if you careto,” he said, hissharp
voice as smooth as he could makeit.

"Thank you very much, ar," Krigpossaid.

Meletios sulked for therest of the day. Krisposfinaly asked him what waswrong. He glared. "If | told
you | was jealous, you'd probably beat on me again.”

"Jealous?" Krigpos needed afew secondsto catch on. "Oh! Don't worry about that. | only fancy girls.”
"Soyou say," Mdetios answered darkly. "But 1akovitzes fancies you.”

Krispos snorted and went back to work. Around sunset, he walked over to 1akovitzes main house. This
wasthefirst mea held eaten there since his breskfast of lobster tail; the grooms had their own dining hall.
Like as not, he thought, M e etios was fretting over nothing; if some big banquet was planned, Krispos
might not even be at the same table as his master.

As soon as Gomarisled him to a chamber large enough only for two, Krispos knew Meletios had been
right and he himsdf wrong. A smdl lamp on the table left most of the room in twilight. "Hello, Krispos,"
lakovitzes sad, risng to greet him. "Here, have somewine."

He poured with his own hand. Krigpos was used to the rough vintages the villagers had made for
themsalves. What 1akovitzes gave him did down histhroat like a smooth whisper. He would have thought
it mere grapejuice but for thewarmthiit left in hismiddle.

"Another cup?' lakovitzes asked solicitoudy. "I'd like the chance to toast you for your clevernessin
dosing Stormbreeze. The beast seemsin finefettle again, thanksto you."



lakovitzesraised his cup in salute. Krispos knew drinking too much with his master was not agood idea,
but had no palite way to do anything else. The wine was so good, he scarcely felt guilty about soaking it

up.

Gomarisfetched in supper, aplatter of halibut grilled with garlic and leeks. The herbs sharp flavors
reminded Krigpos of his home, but the only fish hed had there was an occasiond trout or carp taken
from astream, hardly worth mentioning beside adelicacy likethis. "Délicious," he mumbled in one of the
few moments when his mouth was not full.

"Glad you enjoy it," lakovitzes said. "We have a proverb hereabouts: 'If you cometo Videssos the city,
edt fish.' At least thisfishisto your liking."

After the fish came smoked partridges, onelittle bird apiece, and, after the partridges, plumsand figs
candied in honey. The grooms ate well enough, but not fare like this. Krigpos knew he was stuffing
himsdf. He found he did not care; after dl, 1akovitzes had invited him hereto eat.

Hismagter roseto fill his cup again, then sent him areproachful look when he saw its contents hardly
touched. "Dear boy, you're not drinking. Doesthe vintage fail to suit you?"

"No, it'svery good," Krigpos said. "It'sjust that—" He groped for an excuse"—I don't want to get all
sozzled and act the fool "

"A commendable attitude, but you needn't worry. | recognize that part of the pleasure of wineisnot
worrying so much over what one does. And pleasures, Krispos, do not cometo us so oftenin thislife
that they areto belightly despised.” Remembering the troubles that had made him leave hisvillage,
Krigpos found sometruth in lakovitzes words. lakovitzes went on, "For ingtance, | am sure, though you
do not complain of it, that you must be worn from your toil with the horses. Let me soothe you if | can.”

Before Krigpos could reply, lakovitzes hurried round behind his chair and began to massage his
shoulders. He knew what he was about; Krispos felt the tenson flowing out of him.

He dso fdt, though, the quivering eagerness |akovitzes could not keep from his hands. He knew what
that meant; he had known when he was nine years old. Not without some reluctance, hetwisted in his
seat 0 he faced lakovitzes. "'l said when you took me on that | didn't care for these games.”

lakovitzes kept hisaplomb. "And | told you that wouldn't stop me from being interested. Wereyou like
some I've known, | could offer you gold. Somehow, though, with you | don't think that would do much
good. Or am | wrong?" he finished hopefully.

"You're not wrong," Krispos said a once.

"Too bad, too bad." The dim lamplight caught a spark of madicein lakovitzes eye. "Shdl | turn you out
on the street, then, for your obstinacy?"

"Whatever you like, of course." Krigpos kept his voice as steady as he could. Herefused to give his
master such ahold on him.

lakovitzes Sghed. "That would be ungrateful of me, wouldn't it, after what you did for Stormbreeze?
Haveit asyou wish, Krigpos. But it'snot asif | were offering you anything vile. Many enjoy it."

"I'm surethat'strue, sir." Krigpos thought of M etios. "1 just don't happen to be one of those folk.”

"Too bad," 1akovitzes said. "Here, have some more wine anyhow. We might aswell finish thejar.”



"Why not?" Krispos drank another cup; it was too good to decline. Then he yawned and said, "It must
belate. I'd best get back to my own chamber if I'm going to be worth anything in the morning.”

"l suppose s0," lakovitzes said indifferently—one hour was as good as another to him. When hetried to
kiss Krigpos good night, Krispos thought he made his sidestep seem completely natural until he saw his
master raise an ironic eyebrow.

After that, Krigpos retreated in some haste. To his surprise, he found Barses and a couple of the other
groomswaiting up for him. "Well?' Barses said.

"Well, what?" Krigpos set himsdlf. If Barses wanted revenge for their fight, he might get it. Three againgt
one, infact, just about guaranteed he would.

But that was not what Barses had in mind. "Well, you and lakovitzes, of course. Did you? No shameto
you if you did—the only reason | want to know isthat | have abet.”

"Whichway?'

"l won' tell you that. If you say it's none of my business, the bet waits until lakovitzes makes things clear
oneway or the other. He will, you know."

Krispos was sure of that. The wine held drunk weakened whatever urge he had to keep the evening a
secret. "No, wedidn't,” hesaid. "'l like girlstoo well to be interested in the sports he enjoys.”

Barses grinned and clapped him on the back, then turned to one of the other grooms with his palm up.
"Pay methat goldpiece, Agrabadt. | told you he wouldn't." Agrabast gave him the coin. "Next question,”
Barsessad. "Did hetossyou out for turning him down?”

"No. He thought about it, but he didn't."

"Good thing | didn't let you double the bet for that, Barses,” Agrabast said. "lakovitzes loves his beasts
about aswell as heloves his prick. He wouldn't throw away anybody who'd shown he knew something
about horsdleeching.”

"| figured that out,” Barses said. "I was hoping you hadn't.”
"Well, to theicewith you," Agrabast retorted.

"Totheicewith dl of you, if you don't get out of my way and let me have some deep.” Krispos started to
push past the other grooms, then stopped and added, "Mél etios can stop worrying now."

Everyone laughed. When the chuckles died down, though, Barses said, "Y ou are from the country,
Krigpos, maybe welook at things alittle different from you. | meant what | said before—thered be no
shamein saying yesto lakovitzes, and Mdetiosian't the only one of uswho has."

"I never said hewas," Krigpos answered. "But asfar as| can see, he'sthe only one who's put some
worry into it. So now he can stop.”

"That'sfair enough, | suppose,” Barses said judicioudly.

"Whether it is or whether it's not, out of my way before fal adeep where I'm standing.” Krispos made
asif to advance on the other grooms. Laughing again, they moved asdeto let him by.



All winter long, lakovitzes cast longing looks Krispos way. All winter long, Krispos pretended he did not
see them. He tended his master's horses. 1akovitzes usualy took along agroom when he went to afeast,
Krigpos as often as anyone e se. And when he feasted other noblesin turn, al the grooms attended so he
could show them off.

At firgt, Krigpos viewed the Empire's nobility with the same awe he had given Videssos the city when he
wasjus arrived. His awe for the nobles soon wore off. He found they were men like any others, some
clever, some plain, some downright Supid. As Barses said of one, "It'sagood thing for him he inherited
his money, because hed never figure out how to make any on hisown."

By contrast, the more Krigpos explored the city, the more marvelous he found it. Every aleyway had
something new: an apothecary's S|, perhaps, or atemple to Phos so small only a double handful of
worshipers could useit.

Even streets he knew well gave him new people to see: swarthy Makuranersin caftans and felt pillbox
hats, big blond Halogai gaping at Videssosjust as he had, stocky Kubratoi in furs. Krispos kept his
distance from them; he could not help wondering if any had been among the riderswho'd kidnapped him
and hisfamily or plundered the village north of the mountains.

And there were the Videssians themsalves, the people of the city: brash, bumptious, loud, cynical, nothing
like the farm folk among whom held grown up.

"To theicewith you, you blithering, bungling booby!" a shopkeeper shouted at an artisan one afternoon.
"This pane of glass| ordered is hdf afoot too short!"

"Up yours, too, friend." The glassblower pulled out ascrap of parchment. "That'swhat | thought:
seventeen by twenty-two. That's what you ordered, that'swhat | made. Y ou can't measure, don't blame
me." Hewasyelling, too. A crowd began to gather. People poked their heads out of windowsto see
what was going on.

The shopkeeper snatched the parchment out of hishand. "I didn't write thigl”
"It didn't write itsdf, friend.”

The glassblower tried to snatch it back. The shopkeeper jerked it away. They stood nose to nose,
screaming at each other and waving their figts. " Shouldn't we get between them before they pull knives?!
Krigpos said to the man beside him.

"And wreck the show? Areyou crazy?' By the fellow's tone, he thought Krigpos was. After amoment,
he grudgingly went on, "They won't go at it. They'll just ydl till it's out of their systems, then go on about
their business. Y ou wait and see”

Theloca proved right. Krispos would have admitted it, but the man hadn't stayed to see the results of his
prediction. After things camed down, Krispos left, too, shaking his head. His home village hadn't been
likethisat dl.

Hewas amogt to lakovitzes house when he saw a pretty girl. She smiled when he caught her eye, strode
up to him bold as brass. His home village hadn't been like that, either.

Then shesaid, "A piece of slver and I'm yours for the afternoon; three and I'm yours for the whole night,
too." She ran her hand dong hisarm. Her nails and lips were painted the same shade of red.

"Sorry," Krigposanswered. "l don't fed like paying for it."



She looked him up and down, then gave aregretful shrug. "No, | don't expect you'd need to very often.
Too bad. | would've enjoyed it more with someone who didn't have to buy. But when she saw he meant
his no, she walked on down the street, swinging her hips. Like most peoplein the city, she didn't waste
time where she had no hope of profit.

Krisposturned his head and watched her till she rounded a corner. He decided not to go back to
lakovitzes right away after all. It wastoo late for lunch, too early for supper or serious drinking. That
meant a certain pert little barmaid he knew ought to be able to dip away for—for just long enough, he

thought, grinning.

Snow gave way to deet, which in turn yielded to rain. By the standards Krispos used to judge, Videssos
the city had amild winter. Even so, he was glad to see spring return. lakovitzes horses were, too. They
cropped the tender new grasstill their dung came thin and green. Shoveling it made Krispos less
delighted with the season.

Onefine morning when such shoveling was someone el se's concern, he started out on an errand of his
own—not the little barmaid, with whom he had broken up, but a more than reasonable subgtitute. He
opened | akovitzes front door, then drew back in surprise. What looked like a parade was coming up to
the house.

The city folk loved parades, so thisone, not surprisingly, had afair-size crowd around it. Krigpos needed
amoment to seethat at its heart were bearers with—he counted quickly—eleven silk parasols. The
Avtokrator of Videssosrated only one more.

AsKrigpos redized who lakovitzes visitor had to be, agorgeoudy robed servitor detached himself from
the head of the procession. He declared, "Forth comes his illustrious Highness the Sevastokrator
Petronasto call upon your master l1akovitzes. Be so good, fellow, asto announce him."

Properly, that was Gomaris job. Krigpos fled without worrying about such niceties. If the Emperor's
uncle wanted something done, niceties did not matter.

By luck, lakovitzeswas up and about and had even finished breskfast. He frowned when Krigpos burst
into the waiting room where he was having a second cup of wine. When Krispos gasped out the news,
he frowned again, in avery different way.

"Oh, plague! Thisplacelookslikeasty. Well, it can't be helped, not if Petronas wants to show up before
anyone'sawake." lakovitzes gulped hiswine and fixed Krigposwith aglare. "What are you doing just
gtanding around? Go tell hisillustrious Highness I'm delighted to receive him—and any other swest lies
you can think up on theway."

Krispos dashed back to the door, expecting to relay the polite message to the Sevastokrator's man.
Instead, he amost ran head-on into Petronas himself. Petronas robe, of crimson shot with gold and silver
thread, made his servant's shabby by comparison.

"Careful, there; don't hurt yoursdlf,” the Sevastokrator said, chuckling, as Krigpos dmost fell over himsalf
trying to stop, bow, and go to hisright knee all at once.

"H-highness," Krispos ssammered. "My master is d-delighted to receive you.”
"Not thisearly, heisn't.” Petronas voicewasdry.

From his perch on one knee, Krigpos glanced up at the most powerful man in the Empire of Videssos.



The images hed seen back in his village hadn't suggested that the Sevastokrator owned a sense of
humor. They also made him out to be afew years younger than he was; Krispos guessed he was past
fifty rather than nearing it. But histrue features conveyed the same sense of confident competence as had
his portraits.

Now he reached out to tap Krispos on the shoulder. "Come on, young fellow, take meto him. What's
your name, anyhow?"

"Krigpos, Highness" Krispos said as he got to hisfeet. "Thisway, if you please.”

Petronas fdl into step with him. "Krigpos, while I'm engaged with your master, can you seeto it that my
retinue gets some wine, and maybe cheese or bread, aswell? Just anding there and waiting for meto
finishisboring duty for them."

"I'll take care of it," Krispos promised.

lakovitzes, he saw as he led the Sevastokrator into the waiting room, had dipped into anew robe
himself. It was aso crimson, but not so deep and rich a shade as Petronas. Moreover, while lakovitzes
gtill wore sanddl's, Petronas had on apair of black boots with red trim. Only Anthimos was entitled to
boots scarlet from top to toe.

When Krispos stuck his head into the kitchen with word of what Petronas wanted, the cook who had
fixed lakovitzes breskfast yelped in dismay. Then he started dicing onion rolls and hard cheeselike a
man possessed. He shouted for someone to give him ahand.

Krigposfilled wine cups—cheap earthenware cups, not the crystal and silver and gold from which
lakovitzes fancy guests drank—and set them on trays. Other servants whisked them away to Petronas
men. Having done his duty, Krispos dipped out aside door to go meet hisgirl.

"Yourelate" shesad crosdy.

"I'm sorry, Sirikia" He kissed her, to show how sorry hewas. "Just as| was |eaving to see you, Petronas
the Sevastokrator cameto visit my magter, and they needed my help for alittle while." He hoped she
would imagine more intimate help than standing in the kitchen pouring wine.

Evidently shedid, for her annoyance vanished. "I met the Sevastokrator once,” she told Krigpos. She
was just a seamdtress. Though he would not have said so out loud, he doubted her until she proudly
explained: "On Midwinter's Day acouple of years ago, he pinched my bottom."

"Anything can happen on Midwinter's Day," he agreed soberly. He smiled at her. "I thought Petronas was
aman of good taste.”

She thought that over for amoment, blinked, and threw her arms around his neck. "Oh, Krispos, you say
the sweetest things!" The rest of the morning passed most enjoyably.

Gomaris spotted Krispos on hisway back to the grooms quartersthat afternoon. "Not so fast,” the
steward said. "lakovitzes wants to see you."

"Why? He knows thiswas my morning off."

"Hedidn't tel mewhy. He just told meto look out for you. Now I've found you. He'sin the small waiting
room—you know, the one next to his bedchamber.”

Wondering what sort of trouble he wasin, and hoping his master did remember held had the morning



free, Krigpos hurried to the waiting room. |akovitzes was Sitting behind asmall table with severa thick
scrolls of parchment, looking for al the world like atax collector. At the moment, his scowl made him
look like atax collector vigting avillage badly in arrears.

"Oh, it'syou," he said as Krisposwalked in. " About time. Go pack.”

Krigposgulped. "Sir?* Of dl the things he'd expected, being so baldly ordered to hit the streetswasthe
last. "What did | do, sir? Can | make amendsfor it?"

"What are you taking about?" lakovitzes said peevishly. After afew seconds, hisface cleared. "No, you
don't know what I'm talking about. It seems there's some sort of squabble going on between our people
and the Khatrishers over who owns a stretch of land between two little streams north of the town of
Opsikion. Theloca eparch can't make the Khatrishers see sense—but then, trying to dicker with

K hatrishersd drive Skotos mad. Petronas doesn't want this mess blowing up into a border war. He's
sending meto Opsikion to try to make sense of it."

The explanation left Krigpos as confused as before. "What does that have to do with me packing?"
"Y ou're coming with me."

Krigpos opened his mouth, then closed it again when he discovered he had nothing worthwhile to say.
Thiswould be travel on far more comfortable terms than the dog from hisvillageto Videssosthe city.
Once he got to Opsikion, he could aso hopeto learn agood dedl about what 1akovitzes was doing and
how hedid it. The more he learned, he was discovering, the more possibilities opened up in hislife.

On the other hand, 1akovitzes would surely use the trip as one long chanceto try to get himinto bed. He
had trouble gauging just how big a nuisance that would be, or how annoyed |akovitzes might get when he

kept saying no.

An opportunity, alikelihood of trouble. Asfar ashe could tell, they balanced. He certainly had no other
good options, so hesaid, "Very wdll, excdlent sir. I'll pack at once."

Theroad dipped onelast time. Suddenly, instead of mountains and trees al around, Krispos saw ahead
of him hills dipping swiftly toward the blue sea. Whereland and water met siood Opsikion, itsred tile
roofs glowing in the sun. Hereined in hishorseto admire the view.

lakovitzes came up beside him. He dso stopped. "Wdll, that's very pretty, isn't it?" he said. Helet go of
the reinswith hisright hand. Asif by accident, it fell on Krispos thigh.

"Yes, itis" Krispossaid, sighing. He dug hishedsinto hishorse'sflanks. It started forward, amost at a
trot.

Also sighing, 1akovitzes followed. "Y ou are the most stubborn man I've ever wanted,” he said, hisvoice
tight withirritation.

Krispos did not answer. If Iakovitzes wanted to see stubbornness, he thought, al he needed to do was
peer at hisreflection in astream. In the month they'd taken to ride east from Videssos the city to
Opsikion, he'd tried seducing Krispos every night and most afternoons. That hed got nowhere did not
stop him; neither did the severd times he/d bedded other, more complacent, partners.

lakovitzes pulled dongside again. "If | didn't find you so lovely, curseit, I'd break you for your
obstinacy," he snapped. "Don't push metoo far. | might anyhow."



Krigpos had no doubt 1akovitzes meant what he said. As he had before, he laughed. "1 was a peasant
taxed off my farm. How could you break me any lower than that?' Aslong as lakovitzesknew hewas
not afraid of such threats, Krispos thought, the peppery little man would hesitate before he acted on
them.

So it proved now. |akovitzes fumed but subsided. They rode together toward Opsikion.

Asthey were in none-too-clean travelers clothes, the gate guards paid no more attention to them than to
anyone dse. They waited while the guards poked swordsinto bales of wool afuzzy-bearded Khatrisher
merchant was bringing to town, making sure he wasn't smuggling anything insde them. The merchant's
face was so perfectly innocent that Krigpos suspected him on genera principles.

lakovitzes did not take kindly to waiting. "Here, you?' he called to one of the guardsin peremptory
tones. " Stop messing about with that fellow and seeto us.”

The guard set hands on hips and looked lakovitzes over. "And why should |, smal stuff?" Without
waiting for areply, he sarted to turn back to what he'd been doing.

"Because, you insolent, ill-smelling, pock-faced lout, | am the direct representative of hisillustrious
Highnessthe Sevastokrator Petronas and of his Imperia Mgesty the Avtokrator Anthimos|11, cometo
this miserable latrine trench of atown to settle matters your eparch has botched, bungled, and generally
mishandied.”

lakovitzes bit off each word with savage relish. As he spoke, he unrolled and displayed the large
parchment that proved he was what he claimed. It was daubed with sedlsin severa colors of wax and
bore the Avtokrator's sgnature in gppalingly officia scarlet ink.

The gate guard went from furious red to terrified white in the space of three heartbeats. " Sorry, Brison,”
he muttered to the wool merchant. ™Y ou've just got to hang on for a bit.”

"Now theresafine kettle of crabs" Brison said in alisping accent. "Maybe I'll passthe time mixing my
horses around so you won't be sure which ones you've checked." He grinned to see how the gate guard
liked that idea.

"Oh, gototheice" the harassed guard said. Brison laughed out loud. Ignoring him, the guard turned to
lakovitzes. "1—I crave pardon for my rough tongue, excdlent sr. How may | help you?"

"Better." lakovitzes nodded. "I won't ask for your name after al. Tell me how to reach the eparch's
residence. Then you can go back to your petty games with this chap here. | suggest that whileyou're at it,
you sword his beard aswell as hiswool."

Brison laughed again, quite merrily. The gate guard stuttered out directions. lakovitzes rode past them.
He kept his eyes straight ahead, not deigning to acknowledge either man any further. Krispos followed.

"| put that arrogant bastard in chain mail in his place nicely enough,” lakovitzes said once he and Krispos
got into town, "but K hatrishers are too light-minded to notice when they've been insulted. Cheeky
buggers, the lot of them.” Failing to get under someone's skin dways annoyed him. He swore softly ashe
rode down Opsikion's main Strest.

Krigpos paid his master little attention; he was resigned to his bad temper. Opsikion interested him more.
It was alittle larger than Imbros; ayear ago, he thought, it would have seemed enormousto him. After
Videssos, it reminded him of atoy city, small but perfect. Even Phos templein the centrd square was
modeled after the great High Temple of the capitd.



The eparch's hal was across the square from the temple. lakovitzes took out hisfrustration over leaving
Brison in good spirits by baiting a clerk as mercilesdy as he had the gate guard. Histactics were crud,
but also effective. Moments later, the clerk ushered him and Krisposinto the eparch's office.

The local governor was athin, sour-looking man named Sisinnios. " So you've cometo dicker with the
Khatrishers, have you?' he said when lakovitzes presented hisimpressive scroll. *May you get more joy
from it than | have. These days, my belly starts paining methe day before| talk with 'em and doesn't let
up for three days afterward.”

"What'sthe trouble, exactly?' lakovitzes asked. "1 presume we have documentsto provetheland in
question isours by right?' Though he phrased it as a question, he spoke with the same certainty he would
have used in reciting Phos creed. Krispos sometimes thought nothing redlly existed in Videssos without a
document to show it wasthere.

When Sisinniosrolled his eyes, the dark bags under them made him look like amournful hound. "Oh, we
have documents," he agreed morosdly. "Getting the Khatrishersto pay ‘em any mind is something else

again.

"I'll fix that," lakovitzes promised. "Doesthis place boast a decent inn?"
"Bolkanes is probably the best,” Sisnniossaid. "It'snot far." He gave directions.

"Good. Krigpos, go set us up with rooms there. Now, sir—" This he directed to Signnios, "—let's see
these documents. And set me up ameeting with this Khatrisher who ignoresthem.”

Bolkanes inn proved good enough, and by the standards of Videssos the city absurdly cheap. Taking
lakovitzesliteraly, Krigpos rented separate rooms for his master and himsdlf. He knew lakovitzeswould
beirked, but did not fed like guarding himsdf every minute of every night.

Indeed, |akovitzes did grumble when he cameto the inn a couple of hours later and discovered the
arrangements Krispos had made. The grumble, though, was an abstracted one; most of his mind
remained on the fat folder of documents he carried under one arm. He took negotiations serioudy.

"You'l have to amuse yourself as best you can for awhile, Krigpos," he said asthey sat down to adinner
of steamed prawnsin mustard sauce. "Phos aone knows how long I'm liable to be closeted with this
Lexo from Khatrish. If he's as bad as Sisinnios makes him out to be, maybe forever."

"If you please ar," Krigpos said hesitantly, "may | join you at your talks?!

lakovitzes paused with a prawn in mid-air. "Why on earth would you want to do that?' Hiseyes
narrowed. No Videssian noble trusted what he did not understand.

"Tolearnwhat | can,” Krigpos answered. "Please remember, Sir, I'm but a couple of seasons away from
my village. Mogt of your other grooms know much more than | do, just because they've lived in Videssos
thecity al their lives. | ought to take whatever chances | haveto pick up useful thingsto know."

"Hmm." That watchful expression did not leave lakovitzes face. "Y ou're apt to be bored.”
“If | am, I'll leave."

"Hmm," lakovitzes said again, and then, "Wdl, why not?1'd thought you content with the horses, but if
you think you'refit for more, no harm in your trying. Who can say? It may turn out to my advantage as
well asyours." Now lakovitzes |ooked cal culating, alook Krispos knew well. One of the noble's
eyebrows quirked upward as he went on, "'l didn't bring you here with that in mind, however."



"l know." Krigposwas beginning to learn to keep his own maneuvers hidden. Now his thoughts were
that, if he made himself useful enough to lakovitzesin other ways, the noble might give up on coaxing him
into bed.

"WEéIl see how it goes," lakovitzes said. "Sisnniosis setting up the meeting with the Khatrisher for around
the third hour of the day tomorrow—halfway between sunrise and noon." He smiled a smile Krispos had
seen even more often than his calculating look. "Reading by lamplight gives me aheadache. | can think of
abetter way to spend the night..."

Krispos sighed. lakovitzes hadn't given up yet.

Sisnniossad, "Excellency, | present to you Lexo, who represents Gumush the khagan of Khatrish. Lexo,
hereisthe most eminent lakovitzes from Videssos the city, and his spatharios Krispos.”

Thetitle the eparch gave Krispos was the vaguest onein the Videssan hierarchy; it literally meant "sword
bearer,” and by extenson "aide." An Avtokrator's spatharios might be a very important man. A noble's
gpatharios was not. Krisposwas grateful to hear it al the same. Sisinnios could have introduced him asa
groom and let it go at that.

"And now, nobledirs, if you will excuse me, | have other businessto which | must attend,” the eparch
sad. Heleft alittle more quickly than was palite, but with every sgn of relief.

Lexo the Khatrisher was dressed in what would have been a stylish linen tunic but for the legping stags
and panthers embroidered over every inch of it. "I've heard of you, eminent sir," hetold lakovitzes,
bowing in his seat. His beard and mustaches were so full and bushy that Krispos could hardly see hislips
move. Among Videssans, such unkempt whiskerswere only for priests.

"Y ou have the advantage of me, sir." lakovitzeswould not et aforeigner outdo him in courtesy. "'l am
willing to assume, however, that any emissary of your khagan is sure to be amost able man.”

"Y ou are too gracious to someone you do not know," Lexo purred. His gaze swung to Krigpos. " So,
young fellow, you're lakovitzes spatharios, are you? Tell me, just where do you bear that sword of his?'

The Khatrisher's smile was bland. Even so, Krispos jerked asif stung. For amoment, al he could think
of was wiping the floor with Lexo, who was more than twice his age and weighed more than he did
though severa inches shorter. But months of living with Iakovitzes had taught him the game was not
aways played with fists. Doing hisbest to pull hisface siraight, he answered, "Againgt hisfoes, and the
Avtokrator's." Helooked Lexo in the eye.

"Y our sentiments do you credit, I'm sure,”" Lexo murmured. He turned back to |akovitzes. "Wdl, eminent
gr, how do you propose to settle what his excellency the good Sisinniosand | have been haggling over
for months?'

"By looking at the factsinstead of haggling.” 1akovitzes leaned forward, discarding forma wayslikea
cast-off cloak. He touched the folder the eparch had given him. "The facts are here, you will agree. |
have here copies of al documents pertaining to the border between Videssos and Khatrish for aslong as
your state has been such, rather than merely nomad bandits too ignorant to sign atreaty and too
treacherousto honor one. The latter trait, | notice, you still display.”

Krigpos waited for Lexo to explode, but the envoy's smile did not waver. "1'd heard you were charming,”
he said evenly.



Just as he was armored againgt insult, so was lakovitzes againgt irony. "1 don't care what you've heard,
ar. I've heard—these documents say, loud and clear—that the proper frontier between our landsisthe
Akkilaion River, not the Mnizou as you have clamed. How dare you contradict them?”

"Because the memories of my peoplearelong,” Lexo said. lakovitzes snorted. Lexo took no notice, but
went on, "Memories are like leaves, you know. They pile up in the forests of our minds, and we go
scuffing through them.”

lakovitzes snorted again, louder. "Very pretty. | hadn't heard Gumush was sending out poets to speak for
him these days. I'd have thought their disregard for the truth disqualified them.”

"Y ou flatter me for my poor words," Lexo said. " Should you desire true poetry, | will give you thetribal
laysof my folk."

He began to declaim, partly in hislisping Videssan, more often in aspeech that reminded Krispos of the
onethe Kubratoi used among themsalves. He nodded, remembering that the ancestors of both
Khatrishers and Kubratoi had come off the Pardrayan steppe long ago.

"I could go onfor somewhile," Lexo said after going on for somewhile, "but | hope you get the gist: that
the greet raid of Babad Badbal's son reached the Mnizou and drove dl Videssansover it. Thusit isonly
just for Khatrish to claim the Mnizou as its southern boundary.”

"Gumush's grandfather didn't, nor hisfather either,” lakovitzes replied, unmoved by his opponent's
oratory. "If you stack the treaties they sgned againgt your tribd lays, the trestiesweigh heavier.”

"How can any man presume to know where the balance between them lies, any more than aman can
know the Balance between Phos and Skotosin theworld?' Lexo said. "They both have weight; that is
what Sisnnioswould not see nor admit.”

"Believein the Baance and go to theice, they teach usin Videssos," lakovitzes said, "o I'll thank you
not to drag your eastern heresy into a serious argument. Just as Phos will vanquish Skotosin the end, so
shall our border be restored to its proper place, which isto say, the Akkilaion."

"Just as my doctrineisyour heresy, the reverse dso applies.” Where hisfaith was questioned, Lexo lost
hisair of detached amusement. In asharper voice than he'd used before, he went on, "I might also point
out that the land between the Mnizou and the Akkilaion has quite as many Khatrishers herding asit does
Videssansfarming. The concept of the Balance seemsrelevant.”

"Throw precedent into your cursed Balance,” 1akovitzes suggested. "It will weigh down on the side of
truth—the sde of Videssos."

"Thelay of Babad Badbd's son, as| have suggested—" Irony again, thistimelaid on heavily enough to
make | akovitzes scowl "—is precedent older than any in that stack of moldering parchmentsin which you
st your stock.”

"That lay isalie" 1akovitzes growled.

"Sir,itisnot." Lexo met lakovitzes glare with hisown. Had they been wearing swords, they might have
used those, too.

Intheir duel, they'd so completely forgotten about Krispos that they both stared at him when he asked,
"Is age the most important thing that goesinto a precedent?”

"Yes" Lexo said in the same breath lakovitzes used to say, "No."



"If itis" Krisposwent on, "shouldn't Videssos clam dl of Khatrish? The Empire ruled it long before the
Khatrishers forefathers arrived there."

"Not the samething at al—" Lexo began, while lakovitzes burst out, "By the good god, so we—" He,
too, stopped before his sentence was done. Sheepishness did not suit his sharp-featured face, but it was
there. "I think we've just been whirled round on ourselves,” he said, much more quietly than he had been

Spesking.

"Perhaps we have," Lexo admitted. " Shall we thank your spatharios for the trestment?' He nodded to
Krigpos. "I must also crave your pardon, young Sir. | see you do have some use beyond the ornamental.”

"Why, s0 he does." Krigposwould have been happier with lakovitzes agreement had his master sounded
less surprised.

Lexo sghed. "If you set asde your folder there, eminent sir, | will Sng you no morelays.”

"Oh, very well." lakovitzes seldom yielded anything with good grace. "Now, though, | haveto find some
other way to make you see that those herders you spoke of will have to fare north of the Akkilaion
where they belong.”

"l likethat." Lexo'stonesaid hedid not likeit at dl. "Why shouldn't your farmers be the onesto move?!

"Because nomads are nomads, of course. It's much harder to pack up good farmland and ride away with
it

The bargaining began again, in earnest thistime, now that each man had seen he could not presume too
far on the other. That first session yielded no agreement, nor did the second, nor the sixth. "Well get our
answer, though,” lakovitzes said one evening back a Bolkanes inn. "1 canfed it."

"l hope s0." Krigpos picked at the mutton in front of him—he wastired of fish.
lakovitzes eyed him shrewdly. "So now you are bored, eh? Didn't | warn you would be?’

"Maybel am, alittle," Krispossaid. "'l didn't expect we would be here for weeks. | thought the
Sevastokrator sent you here just because Sisinnios wasn't making any progress with Lexo.”

"Petronas did, Sisnnioswasn't, and | am,” lakovitzes said. "These disputes take years to devel op; they
don't go away overnight. What, did you expect Lexo al of asudden to break down and concede
everything on account of the brilliance of my rhetoric?'

Krigpos had to smile. "Put that way, no."

"Hrmmp. Y ou might have said yes, to salve my salf-respect. But schedules for how the Khatrishers
withdraw, how much we pay them to go, and whether we pay the khagan or give the money direct to the
herderswho will beleaving—al such things have plenty of room in them for horse trading. That's what
Lexo and | are doing now, seeing who ends up with a swaybacked old nag.”

"l guess 0, Krigpossaid. "I'm afraid it's not very interesting to listen to, though.”

"Go ahead and do something else for awhile, then,” lakovitzes said. "I expected you to give up long
before this. And you've even been useful in the dickering a couple of times, too, which | didn't expect at
adl. Youveearned sometime off."



So Krigpos, instead of closating himself with the diplomats, went wandering through Opsikion. After
those of Videssosthe city, its markets seemed small and for the most part dull. The only red bargains
Krigpos saw were fine fursfrom Agder, which lay in the far northeast, near the Haloga country. He had
more money now than ever before, and lessto spend it on, but he could not come close to affording a
snow-leopard jacket. He came back to the furriers stal severa times, to peer and to wish.

He bought a cora pendant to take back to his seamstress friend. He almost paid for it with hislucky
goldpiece. Sinceit had stopped being his only goldpiece, held kept it wrapped in abit of cloth at the
bottom of his pouch. Somehow it got loose. He noticed just in time to substitute another coin.

The jewder weighed that one to make sure it was good. When he saw it was, he shrugged. "Gold is
gold," he said as he gave Krispos his change.

"Sorry," Krispossad. "l just didn't want to part with that one.”

"I've had other customerstell me the samething,” the jeweer said. "If you want to make sure you don't
spend it by mistake, why not wear it on a chain around your neck? Wouldn't take me long to bore
through it, and herésavery nice chain. Or if you'd rather havethisone..."

Krigpos came out of the shop with the lucky goldpiece bumping againgt his chest under histunic. It felt
odd there for the first few days. After that, he stopped noticing he was wearing it. He even dept with it
on.

By that time, lakovitzes had lost some of hisearlier optimism. "That pox-brained Khatrisher is a serpent,”
he complained.

"Just when | think | have something settled, he throws acoil around it and dragsit back into confusion.”
"Do you want meto join you again?' Krigpos asked.

"Eh?No, that'sdl right. Good of you to ask, though; you show more loyaty than most your age. You'd
probably be more help if you spent the time praying for me. Phos may listen to you; that stubborn donkey
of aLexo surdy wont."

Krigpos knew his master was just grumbling. He went to the temple across from Sisnnios residence just
the same. Phos was the lord of the good; Videssos case here, he was convinced, was good; how, then,
could hisgod fail to heed him?

The crowd round the temple was thicker than held seen it before. When he asked aman why, the fellow
chuckled and said, "Guess you're not from these parts. Thisisthe festal day of the holy Abdaas,
Opsikion's patron. We're al cometo give thanksfor his protection for another year.”

"Oh." Along with everyone e se—everyone in the whole town, he thought, as three people stepped on his
toes, one after the other—Krisposfiled into the temple.

He had worshiped at the High Templein the capital severd times. The sternly beautiful gaze of the
mosaic image of Phosin the dome there never failed to fill him with awe. Opsikion was only aprovincid
town. As hewas depicted here, the lord with the great and good mind looked more cross than majestic.
Krigpos did not much care. Phos was Phos, no matter what hisimage looked like.

Krigposfeared, though, that he would have to pay homage to the good god standing up. The benches
had al but filled by the time he got to them. The last few rows had some empty places, but the press of
people swept him past them before he could claim one. He was till avillager at heart, he thought wryly;
aborn city man would have been quicker.



Too late—by now he was most of the way down toward the dtar. With sinking hope, he peered around
for some place, any Place, to Sit. The woman Sitting by the aide was dso looking around, perhapsfor a
friend who was|late. Their eyes met.

"Excuse me, my lady." Krispos|ooked away. He knew a noblewoman when he saw one, and knew
better than to bother her by staring.

Thus he did not see her pupils swdl till, like acat's, each filled for amoment itswholeiris, did not see her
features go dack and far away in that same instant, took no notice of the word she whispered. Then she
said something he could not ignore: "Would you careto St here, eminent Sr?”

"My lady?' hesaid foolishly.

"Theresroom by me, eminent sir, | think." The woman pushed at the youth next to her, alad five or Six
years younger than Krispos: a nephew, maybe, he thought, for the boy resembled her. The push went
down the row. By thetimeit reached the end, there was indeed room.

Krispos sat, gratefully. "Thank you very much, ah—" He stopped. She might—she probably
would—think him forward if he asked her name.

But shedid not. "'l am Tanilis, eminent Sir," she said, and modestly cast down her eyes. Before she did,
though, he saw how large and dark they were. With them till lowered, shewent on, "Thisismy son
Mavros."

The youth and Krispos exchanged nods. Tanilis was older than he'd thought; at first glance, he'd guessed
her ageto bewithin afew yearsof his.

Hewas Hill not used to being called sr. Eminent sir wasfor the likes of 1akovitzes, not him: how could
he become a noble? Why, then, had Tanilis used it? He started to tell her, as politely as he could, that
she'd made amistake, but the service began and robbed him of the chance.

Phos creed, of course, he could have recited adeep or awake; it was engrained in him. Therest of the
prayers and hymnswere hardly lessfamiliar. He went through them, rising and taking his seet at the
proper times, most of hismind elsewhere. He barely remembered to ask Phosto help 1akovitzesin his
talks with Lexo, which was why he had come to the templein thefirst place.

Out of the corner of hiseye, he kept watching Tanilis. Her profile was scul ptured, € egant; no loose flesh
hung under her chin. But, though artfully applied powder dmost hid them, the beginnings of lines
bracketed her mouth and met at the corners of her eyes. Here and there awhite thread ran through her
piled-up curls of jet. He supposed she might be old enough to have a son closeto hisage. Shewas
beautiful, even so.

She seemed to take no notice of hisingpection, giving hersalf wholly to the celebration of Phos liturgy.
Eventualy Krispos had to do the same, for the hymns of praise for the holy Abdaas were Opsikion's
own; he had not met them before. But even as he stumbled through them, he was aware of her beside
him.

The worshipers spoke Phos creed one last time. From his place at the dltar, the locdl prelate lifted up his
handsin blessing. "Go now, in peace and goodness,”" he declared. The service was over.

Krigpos rose and stretched. Tanilis and her son aso stood up. " Thanks again for making room for me,”
he told them, as he turned to go.

"The privilege was mine, eminent sir,” Tanilissaid. Her ornate gold earrings tinkled softly as he looked



down to thefloor.

"Why do you keep cdling methat?" he snapped, irritation getting the better of hismanners. "I'm just a
groom, and glad to be one—otherwise | expect I'd be starving somewhere. Cometo think of it, I've
done that, too, once or twice. It doesn't make you eminent, believe me."

Before he was hafway through, he knew he ought to keep quiet. If he offended a powerful loca
noblewoman like Tanilis, even lakovitzes connections at the capita might not save him. The capitd was
too far away for them to do him much good here. Even asthat thought ran through his mind, though, he
kept on till hewas done.

Tanilisraised her head to ook at him again. He started to stutter out an apology, then stopped. The last
time he had seen that almost blind stare of perfect concentration was on the face of the hedler-priest
Mokios.

Thistime he watched her eyes go huge and black, saw her expression turn fixed. Her lips parted. This
timeice ran through him as he heard the word she whispered: "Mgesty.”

She dumped forward in afaint.

Krispos caught her before she hit her head on the bench in front of her. "Oh, Phod!" her son Mavros
said. He rushed up to help take her weight. "Thanks for saving her there, uh, Krispos. Come on, let's get
her out of the temple. She should be better soon.”

He sounded so matter-of-fact that Krigpos asked, " This has happened before?"

"Yes" Mavrosraised hisvoice to spesk to the townsfolk who came hurrying up after Tanilisfel. "My
mother just got out of her seat too quickly. Let ushby, please, so we can get her to fresh air. Let us by,
please"

He had to repeat himsdlf severd times before people moved aside. Even then, several women and a
couple of men stayed with him. Krigpos wondered why he did not shoo them away too, then redized
they had to be part of Tanilis retinue. They helped clear apath so Krigpos and Mavros could carry the
noblewoman up theade.

Tanilis muttered and stirred when the sun hit her face, but did not wake at once. Krispos and Mavros
eased her to the ground. The women stood over her, exclaiming.

One of the servants said to Mavros, "1 wish we'd come from the house in town today, young master.
Then she could go in the sedan chair.”

"That would make fetching her home again easier, wouldn't it? However ..." Mavros shrugged
whimsicaly. He turned to Krispos. "My mother sometimes ... seesthings, and seesthem so strong she
can't withstand the force of the vision. I've grown used to it, watching it happen over the years, but | do
wish she wouldn't always pick such awkward times and places. Of course, what | wish hasvery little to
do with anything." He gave that shrug again.

"That's the way things often work." Krigpos decided he thought well of Mavros. The youngster had not



only kept his head coping with an awkward situation, but was even able to makelight of it. From
everything Krispos had ever seen, that was harder.

Mavros sad, "Genzon, Naues, fetch the horses here from round the corner. The crowd's thinning out;
you shouldn't have much trouble now."

"I'll go with them, if you like," Krispos said. "That way each man won't haveto lead so many."

"Thanks, that's generous of you. Please, amoment first, though." Mavros took a couple of steps away
from hisretinue and motioned for Krigposto follow. In alow voice, he asked, "What did my mother say
to you, there in the temple? Her back wasto me; | didn't hear.”

"Oh, that." Krigpos scratched his head, looking embarrassed. "Do you know, in dl the hubbub since, it's
goneclean out of my mind."

He hurried after Genzon and Naues. He was unhappy about lying to Mavros, but held lied without
hesitation. He needed to think much more about the unbelievably fascinating, unbelievably dangerous
word Tanilis had spoken before he admitted to himself—l et d one to anyone € se—that held heard it.

Most of the horses the servants|oosed from the hitching rail were poniesfor Tanilis femde attendants.
The four that were not were animal s fine enough to have belonged in lakovitzes stables. Four—that
meant Taniliswas no mean rider, then. Krigpos found himsdlf unsurprised. She was plainly awoman of
many accomplishments.

She had managed to Sit up by the time Krigpos, Genzon, and Naues brought the horses back to the
temple, but fill did not seem fully aware of hersalf or her surroundings. Mavros clasped Krispos hand.
"Thank you again. I'm grateful for al your help.”

"My pleasure." Krigpos heard the dismissa in Mavros voice. He dipped his head and went back to
Bolkanes inn.

lakovitzes was not there; he was closeted with Lexo again. Krispos hoped his absentminded prayer had
done his master some good. He went down to the taproom for some wine and for a chance to pick
Bolkanes brain.

Both came dower than he wanted. The inn was crowded with people celebrating the holy Abdaes festal
day less pioudy than those who had gone to the temple. The tableswere dl filled. Working hisway up to
the bar took patience, but patience Krigpos had. "Red wine, please," he told Bolkanes.

Theinnkeeper dipped out a measure and filled an earthenware mug. Only when he did it acrossthe
counter did helook up to see whom he was serving. "Oh, hdllo, Krigpos," he said and then, to the next
man who'd wormed hisway forward, "What'll it be for you today, Rekilas?'

Having gained his spot at the bar, Krispos did not give it up. He waited while Bolkanes served two more
men, then said, "I saw atruly striking noblewoman at the temple today. A man told me her name was—"

He broke off; someone had asked Bolkanes for a cup of something finer than he kept in the barres at the
bar, and the innkeeper had to hurry away to get what the fellow wanted. When he returned—and after
he dedlt with another customer—Krispos started to repeat himsalf, but Bolkanes had been listening, even
if hewastoo busy to talk. He brokein: "That'd be Tanilis, | expect.”

"Y es, that wasthe name," Krigpos said. " Sounds like she'swell known hereabouts.”

"| should say s0," Bolkanes agreed. " She has—hello, Zernes, more of the white for you? Coming right



up.” Zernes not only wanted more white wine but needed change from agoldpiece, and counted it three
times once he got it. Half adozen men were waiting by the time he got done. Eventudly Bolkanes
resumed. "Tanilis? Aye, she has huge tracts of land hereabouts. A good many said she'd lose everything,
trying to run 'em hersdlf after her husband—what was her husband's name, Apsyrtos?*

"Vledas, wasn't it?" Apsyrtos answered. "Let me have acup of mead thistime, will you?!

"Y ou head'll hurt come morning, mixing 'em that way," Bolkaneswarned, but he plied the dipper. When
he was done, he turned back to Krispos. "Vledas, that wasit. He died ten, twelve years ago now, it must
be, and she's prospered since. Done well in good years and bad, they say, though naturaly | couldn't
testify to that. But her estates do keep growing. It's dmost uncanny—just awoman, you know."

"Mm-hmm," Krispos said, though he had the fedling Taniliswas just awoman in the same way that
Videssoswasjugt acity.

lakovitzes camein alittlelater. His good nature, aways unrdiable, had vanished dtogether by thetime he
worked hisway to the bar through the press of holiday drinkers. "Just because a holy man once cured a
horse of fleasis no reason to turn atown onitsear," he growled.

"Isthat what the holy Abdaas did?" Krispos asked.

"How should | know? In abackwoods bastion like this, I doubt one would need do much moreto be
reckoned amiracle-worker." lakovitzes gulped hiswine, then dammed the mug down on the bar for a
refill.

Krigpos thought of Tanilis again. He'd seen more than horse-doctoring. He wondered how he could find
out more about her. If she was as grand a noblewoman as Bolkanes made her out to be—and nothing
Krispos had seen left him doubting it—he could not just go and seek ameeting with her. Shed dap him
down for such presumption. Approaching through her son seemed a better bet. Mavraos, on brief
acquaintance, had the fed of being someone Krispos could like. Bolkanes might know the amusements
the youth favored when he came into town... .

lakovitzes had said something that Krigpos missed in hismusing. "I crave pardon.”

His master frowned. "For al the attention you paid me there, | thought for amoment | was back talking
with Lexo. He gtarted in on his stinking triba lays again today, the blackguard, until | asked him if he was
willing to listen while | read to him from the histories of the reign of Stavrakiosthe Grest. After that he
came rather closer to reason, though not close enough. By Phos, I'll poison the bastard if his delays make
me spend the winter in thismiserable place.

A day before, Krigpos would have agreed. After Videssos the city, Opsikion was small and backward
and not very interesting—in aword, provincia. Now, with Tanilis mystery before him, he hoped
lakovitzes would stay awhilelonger. "Drive himwild, Lexo," he whispered, too low for his master to
hear.

Bolkaneswasrolling afresh barrel of wine from the top of the cellar stairsto the taproom when Krispos
walked into theinn a couple of afternoons later. "Want some help with that?"

Krigpos asked. Without waiting for an answer, he hurried forward.

"Y ou would comein after I've done the hard part myself." Bolkanes wiped swesat from hisforehead. "'l
can manage from here. Anyhow, afellow's waiting for you at the bar. Been here an hour, maybe a bit



longer.”

"For me?" Krigpos hadn't thought anyone in Opsikion knew him well enough to find him worth waiting
for. He waked into the taproom. Thetdl, lanky man standing at the bar turned at the sound of his
footsteps. "Naues!" Krigpos said, then added with sudden doubt, "Or are you Genzon?"

Tanilis servitor smiled. "I'm Genzon. | don't blame you for having to ask. Thingswere hurried and
confused at the temple the other day."

"So they were." Krispos hesitated. "I hope your mistressisimproved?”

"Y es, thank you." Genzon's prominent larynx bobbed as he swvalowed the last of the winein his cup.
"She thanks you, also, for the care and concern you showed. To show her gratitude further, she bidsyou
dinewith her thisevening, if you careto."

"She does?' Krigpos blurted. Try as hewould, hewas still new to the notion of keeping thoughtsto
himsdlf. He needed amoment to let urbanity return. "1'd be delighted. Can you give me alittle whileto

change?"

"Certainly. What are afew more minutes, save achance for another cup of wine?' Genzon nodded to
Bolkanes, who, along with his tapman, was wrestling the new barrdl into place under the bar.

Krispostold the innkeeper, "Please let 1akovitzes know |'ve been asked away for the evening.” Assoon
as he was sure Bolkanes had heard, he walked over to the stairway. He would not run, not where
Genzon could see him, but he bounded up the stepstwo at atime.

For once, he wished he could borrow lakovitzes clothes. He usualy thought them gaudy, but now he
wanted to put on something that would impress Tanilis. Since lakovitzes was more than half afoot
shorter than he was, and correspondingly narrower aswell, borrowing atunic wasimpractica. He threw
on hisown best one, of asober dark blue, and apair of breeches that matched it. He went downstairs so
fast he had to grab at the railing to keep from landing on his head.

"Let me saddle my horse and I'll meet you out front," he caled to Genzon. Tanilis man nodded. Krigpos
went out to the stables behind the inn. He quickly put the saddle on his horse, made sure the cinch was
tight—hed learned about that back at the village, fortunately, or 1akovitzes grooms never would have let
him live it down—mounted, and walked the horse up to the street.

Genzon came out a couple of minutes later. "Good-looking anima," he said as he swung himsdf aboard
his own mount.

"My master knows horses," Krigpos said.

"Yes, | can seethat. Nice smooth gait, too." Genzon started to say something more, visibly decided not
to. Krigpos thought he could guess the question Genzon swallowed: Why was the groom being invited to
dine with hismistress, and not the visiting noble from the capital? As he had only hopes and wild
speculations himsdf, he did not want to try to answer that.

Genzon led him out of Opsikion by the south gate. The road soon twisted away from the sea and ran up
into the hills. Krispos horse did not falter at the steep stretches. Indeed, the beast seemed to relish the
chalenge. Have to give him more exercise, Krigpos thought.

Some of the hillsides were terraced. Up on the dopes, Krigpos saw peasants weeding crops and pruning
vines. They were too wrapped up in their tasks to look down at him. Watching them sent aremembered
achethrough his shoulders. Farming was the longest, hardest work there was. Having lived the peasant's



lifefor so many years, he knew how lucky he wasto have escaped it.

He wondered how his sister and brother-in-law were doing. He supposed he was an uncle by now, and
hoped Evdokia had come through childbirth safely.

"All thisis Tanilis land," Genzon remarked.

"Isit?" Krigpos said politely. He wondered what the scores, what the hundreds of people who worked it
thought of that. Did she protect her peasants from the state's demands, or impose her own alongside
them?

He hoped she looked after the people under her control. But, as he could not have ayear before, he also
wondered whether nobleswho too effectively shielded their peasants from the state were good for
Videssos. If noblesturned into petty kings on their own domains, how could the central government hope
to function? He shook his head, thankful the problem was Anthimos—or perhaps Petronas’—and not
his

He and Genzon rode on for sometime. The sun wasfdling toward the jagged western horizon when
Genzon pointed, saying, "Thereis Tanilis villa"

The building ahead was so large Krigpos had taken it for afortress. It was well sited for one, on top of a
rise that commanded the surrounding countryside. But as Krispos drew near, he saw it wastoo lightly
made, with too many windows and too many doors, to serve as a stronghold.

He wondered how many peasants had gone hungry because they were busy building it instead of
working their fields, then wondered again if such athought had ever crossed one of the owners minds.
He doubted it. No one who owned a home like this—it made lakovitzes house look like Krispos old
cottage by comparison—nhad ever been a peasant.

Someone came out of the villa. AsKrigpos got closer, he saw it was Mavros. Tanilis son recognized
him—or more likely Genzon—a moment later. He waved. Genzon and Krispos waved back. They urged
their horsesinto atrot.

Mavros came down to meet them. "About time you turned up,” he said, grinning. "Mother's starting to
fret and the cook’s getting nervous. Never mind. Y ou're here now, and that's what counts.”

Boys hurried up to take the newcomers horses and lead them back to the stables. Krispos expected his
mount would get better care here than a Bolkanes. Not that he had anything against the innkeeper, but
Tanilisdid not have to worry about how every copper was spent.

"Y ou can have the rest of the day off, Genzon," Mavros said. The retainer dipped hishead in thanks.
Mavrosturned to Krigpos as Genzon hurried off. "Now you on the other hand, sirrah, you arein my
mother's clutches”

"Oh?Why?" Krispos had—and ruthlesdy gtifled—a sudden, hungry vison of Tanilis clutching him, and
him clutching back.

"Theicetakemeif | cantell you." Mavros shrugged in cheerful incomprehension. Krisposwished he
could stay sojally in the face of the unknown. In the life hedd led, unknown and dangerous were the same
word. To Mavros, raised lacking for nothing, the world seemed asunnier place. He went on, " Shelll
explainin her own good time, I'm sure. Me, | expect it hasto do with whatever she said at the temple the
other day. What was that, anyhow?"

"Hasn't shetold you?" Krispos asked, surprised.



" She doesn't remember, not exactly. Her—visions are like that sometimes.” Mavros shrugged again.
"Whatever it was, it was something strong. Some of the old servants say the place hasn't been turned
upside down like this since the Avtokrator Sermeios dined herein my grandfather'stime.”

"Since an Avtokrator—" Krispos echoed weskly. Hetried to laugh, but only managed a ghastly chuckle.
"I'm no Avtokrator, believe me."

"I believe you," Mavros said at once, but not so it sounded like an insult. Y ou seem agood fellow,
though. I think so mysdlf, and my mother wouldn't have invited you hereif shed seen anything wicked,
now would she?’

"No," Krigpos said. That he was going to eat where an Avtokrator had dined was gtirring enough—but
after dl, Petronas had broken bread at 1akovitzes house, and he was Emperor in dl but name. But that
an imperia-sze fusswas being made over him—he wanted another try at laughing over that. He was
sure he could do a proper job the second time around.

Mavrossaid, "Comein, comein. Thelonger | leave you standing around here, the longer everyoneinsde
gtands around fussing. The cook'll stop pal pitating every time anything gets near done, which will bea
gredt relief to everyone.”

Krigpos made the sun-sign over his heart as he walked beneath the image of Phos that hung above the
door. Thefloor of the entrance hall was gleaming marble. "Isthat you, son?' Tanilis voicefloated down it
as Mavros dammed the door. "Where can Krispos be?!

"With me, asamatter of fact,” Mavros said. Krigpos heard Tanilis exclaim. Mavrostold him, "Come on,
she'sout in the garden.”

Krigpos got abrief glimpse into each room that opened on the hallway as he hurried after Mavros. What
he saw reminded him of Iakovitzes splendid furnishings, but showed better taste and more money. That
enormous round table inlaid with gold and ivory ... not even an Avtokrator would have felt ashamed to
eat amedl from atablelike that.

The garden was dso larger and finer than lakovitzes, athough, to be just, Krispos had never seen his
magter's garden in full bloom. Tanilis extended adim hand. Krispos bowed over it. Rings glinted on her
fingers. "Thank you, my lady, for inviting me here" he sad. "Thisis—marvelous.”

"It pleases me that you so0 say S0, eminent Sir. Surely, though, you must have seen homesfar finer in
Videssosthecity.”

He noted thetitle by which she addressed him. She might not remember everything, he thought, but
she hasn't forgotten everything, either. Then his attention came back to what shed said. "In truth, no,”
he said dowly. "Thewonder of Videssosthe city isn't any one homeinit, but that there are so many
homes, so many people, dl in the same place.”

"A thoughtful answer,” Tanilissad. "I've never seenthecity.”

"Nor I." Mavros facelit. "I'd love to go there one day, though it's hard for meto imagine acity bigger
than Opsikion.”

Krigpos smiled. No matter how rich and easy Mavros life was, he knew some things Tanilis son did not.
"If Videssosthe city were awalf, it could swalow a mouse like Opsikion without even chewing,” he said.

Mavroswhistled, soft and low, and shook his head. "Hard to bdieve."



"From everything your father said, it'strue,” Tanilissaid. "Vledas went to the city once, when he was not
much older than you are now, and never stopped talking about it to the day he died.”

"I don't remember,” Mavros said wistfully. He would have been asmdl boy when Vledas died, Krigpos
redlized. He was surprised to think himsalf luckier in any way than thisrich youth, but hed known his
father until he was aman grown.

Had Phogtis died while he was young, say in Kubrat, who would have been there to keep him from doing
al sortsof supid things later? Most likely he would have ended up marrying Zoranne and staying a
farmer dl hislife. A good part of ayear away from the ceasdess labor that was farming, he no longer
thought it the only right and proper way to live.

"Y ou will see Videssos one day, too, son." Tanilis voice was hollow; her eyes did not quite focus on
Mavros. Krisposfelt the hair on hisarmstrying to prickle upright. The oracular tone faded as she went
on, "But for now, ashorter journey. Shall we go insde and eat?"

The cook, anervouslittle man named Evtykhes, stopped fidgeting and sighed with rdlief ashe saw his
charges St down around a small table topped with mother-of-pearl—it shimmered and dmost seemed to
shift in the glow of the lamps other servants set out.

"Soup?' Evtykhes asked. At Tanilis nod, he dashed back to the kitchen. A boy appeared with the
steaming bowls so quickly that Krispos suspected the cook was trying to make sure everyone kept

gtting.
Back in hisvillage, Krigpos would have lifted the soup bowl straight to hislips. In taverns and eateriesin
the city, he dill did. But he had learned to use a spoon at 1akovitzes. Since Tanilisand Mavros ate with

theirs, he imitated them. By the time he got to the bottom of the bowl, the soup was cold. Maybe the
nobles didn't mind that, but he did. His breath went out in asilent sigh.

He was more used to hisfork and was reaching for it when he saw Tanilisand Mavros pick up
agparagus with their fingers. He imitated them again. Manners were confusing things.

Thefood kept coming: broiled duck in aglaze of candied berries, mushrooms stuffed with turtle mest,
pureed chestnuts, asalad of oranges and apples, and at last aroast kid with a sweet-and-sour sauce and
chopped onions. Mavros and Krispos ate ravenoudly, the one because he was till growing, the other
because held learned to do so whenever he got the chance as a hedge against the hunger that was sure to
follow. Tanilis sampled alittle of every course and sent warm praise back to the cook after each one.

"By the good god," she said, watching her son and Krispos devastate the plate of cheese and
strawberriesthat gppeared after thekid, "I could get fat just from being in the same room with the two of
you."

"Y ou'd have to blame Krigpos, then," Mavros said—rather blurrily, as his mouth wasfull. "If it camefrom
being in the same room with me, it would've happened long ago.”

Krigpos eyed Tanilis, who was so perfectly and elegantly shaped that she might have been turned on a
lathe. The phrasefit in more ways than one, he thought, for she plainly maintained her figurewith a
craftsman'sdisciplined artifice. Hetold her, "I don't think Phos—or you—would alow such amishap.”

She looked down at her wine cup. "A compliment and atruth together—indeed, the good god aids a
man who hepshimsdf."

"Then he aids me now." Mavros popped the last strawberry into his mouth.



"Son, you areincorrigible” Tanilissaid fondly.
"It does seem that way," Mavros agreed.

Krigpos spped his own wine: something thick and sweet now, to complement the sharp taste of the
cheese. He said, "Phosis the only one who knows why he does as he does. My lady, | hope you will be
kind enough to tell me why you've been so good to me. | told you at the temple, I'm only agroom, and
lucky to bethat. | fed I'm taking advantage of you." And if one day you feel the same way, he did not
add, you could cause me untold grief.

Taniliswaited until aservant left with the last plates. She got up and closed the door to the smal dining
chamber after the man departed. Only then did she answer, her voicelow, "Tell metruly, Krispos, have
you never wondered if you might one day be more than what you are now? Truly?"

Despite that double admonition, "No" wasthe first answer that roseto hislips. But before he spokeit
aoud, hethought of Pyrrhos calling his name that rainy night in the monastery. A moment later, he
remembered how both Pyrrhos and the Kubrati enaree had looked at him during the ceremony when
lakovitzes ransomed the stolen peasants. The word Tanilis had spoken in the temple dso echoed in his
head.

"I've... wondered," he said at |ast.

"And that you should wonder is plain to anyone who can ... seeas| do." Tanilis used the same sort of
hesitation he had.

Mavros looked ready to burst from curiogity. "What did you say to him back in the temple?’ he asked
her. "l think you know again.”

Instead of answering, she glanced toward Krigpos. He hesitated, then gave his head atiny shake.
New-come from the farm though he might be, he knew that word was dangerous. Tanilis nod of
understanding was equaly smdl. "I do, and you will, too, son,” she said. "But not yet."

"Thank you so much," Mavros said. The words were sarcastic; the tone was not. Krispos decided
Mavros was too good-natured ever to grow skilled at using the stinging wit 1akovitzes relished.

"Sinceyou did see ... what you saw, what do you want from me?" Krigpos asked Tanilis.

"To profit from your rise, of course,” she answered. He blinked; he had not expected her to be so direct.
She went on, "For me, for my family, what we have now is as much aswe ever will have. That, too, |
have seen—unless we tie oursalves to one with higher hopes. That one, | think, isyou.”

Krispos looked around the room. He thought of the house of which that rich room was a part, of the vast
edtates surrounding that house. Why, he wondered, would anyone want mor e than this? Hedill
wanted more than he had, but he did not have much, and that at the whim of his bad-tempered master. If
Taniliswould help him get more, hed play adong. If she thought him ahand-puppet to move only at her
bidding, she might get asurprise one day.

He knew better than to say that doud. "What do you want from me?" he repeated. "And how will you
hepinthis...rise... you saw?'

"Thefirg thing | want isthat you not grow too confident in your rise," she warned. "Nothing seen ahead
of timeisdefinite. If you think athing will cometo pass without your working toward it, that isthe surest
way | know to make certain it will never be"



The night the Kubratoi swept down on hisvillage had taught Krispos once and for dl that nothing inlife
was definite. He nodded. "What €l se?"

"That you take Mavros back to Videssos the city with you and reckon him your younger brother
henceforth,” Tanilis said. "The connections he makes there will serve him and you for therest of hislife.”

"Me? The city? Redlly?' Mavrosthrew back his head and yowled with delight.

"He'swelcometo go to Videssos by me,” Krispos said, "but I'm not the one who'd have to choose to
take him dong. lakovitzeswould." He glanced over at Tanilis son and tried to see him through
lakovitzes eyes. "It might not be hard to get my master to ask him to go back with us, but—" He
stopped. He would not speak ill of 1akovitzes, not before these people he hardly knew.

"I know of hishabits," Tanilissaid. "To his credit, he does not pretend to be other than what heis.
Mavros, | think, will be able to take care of himself, and he's as good with horses—your master's other
passion, are they not?—as anyone his age near Opsikion.”

"That will help,” Krispos agreed. He chuckled—one more handsome youth for Me etios and some of the
other groomsto worry about. Growing serious again, he went on, "Besides Mavros, how will you aid
me?' Hefelt hewas horse trading with Tanilis, the only trouble being that she promised delivery of most
of the horse some years from now. He wanted to make as sure as possible of the part he could see now.

"Gold, counsd, loydty until your degth or mine" Tanilissad. "If you like, | will take oath by the lord with
the great and good mind."

Krigposthought that over. "If your word is bad, will your oath make it better?”
Tanilislowered her eyes. Her hair hid her face. Even so, Krisposfelt he had passed atedt.

Mavros sad plaintively, "Will the two of you please quit making deep plans without me? If I'm suddenly
to leavefor Videssosthe city, shouldn't | know why?!

"Y ou might be safer if you didn't,” Tanilissaid. But she must have seen the justice of her son's protest, for
she pointed at Krigpos and whispered the word she had spoken to him inside the temple.

Mavros eyeswidened. "Him?" he squeaked. Krispos did not blame him for sounding amazed. He did
not believe the prediction either, not down deep.

But Tanilisanswered,"It may be s0." If dl she'd said tonight wastrue, shewould try to help it be s0. Was
she, then, smply following the path she had seen or trying to forceit into existence? Krispos went round
that dizzy loop of thought two or three times before he gaveit up. Taniliswent on, "None of us should
say that word again, not until the proper time comes, if it ever does.”

"Youreright." Mavros shook his head in wonder and grinned at Krispos. "I alwaysfigured I'd need a
miracleto get meto Videssosthe city, but | didn't know what one looked liketill now."

Krigpos snorted. "I'm no miracle” But he found himsdlf grinning back. Mavros would make him alively
brother. He turned to Tanilis. "My lady, may | beg an escort from you? Otherwise, in the dark, I'd need a
miracle to get back to Opsikion, let alonethe city."”

"Stay the night,” she said. "I expected you would; the servants have readied achamber for you." Sherose
and walked over to the dining room's doors. The smal noise of their opening summoned two men. She
nodded to one. " Xystos, please lead the eminent Sir to his bedchamber.”



"Certainly." Xystos bowed, first to Tanilis, then to Krigpos. "Come with me, eminent ir.”

AsKrigpos arted to follow the servant away, Tanilis said, "Since we are become partnersin this
enterprise, Krigpos, take a partner's privilege and use my name.”

"Thank you, uh, Tanilis" Krispos said. Her encouraging smile seemed to stay with him after heturned a
corner behind Xystos.

The bedroom was larger than the one Krispos had at Bolkanes inn. Xystos bowed again and shut the
door behind him. Krispos used the chamber pot. He took off his clothes, blew out the lamp Xystos had
left, and lay down on the bed. It was softer than any held known before—and this, he thought, was only
aguest room.

Evenin darkness, hedid not fall adeep at once. With hismind's eye, he kept seeing the smile Tanilishad
given him as he l€ft the dining room. Maybe shewould dip in here tonight, to sedl with her body the
strange bargain they had made. Or maybe she would send in aserving girl, just asakindnessto him. Or
maybe....

Maybe I'm a fool , he told himsalf when he woke the next morning, still very much donein bed. He used
the chamber pot again, dressed, and ran fingers through hishair.

He was going to the door when someone tapped on it. "Oh, good, you're avake," Mavros said when he
opened it amoment later. "If you don't mind breakfasting on hard rolls and smoked mutton, we can eat
while weride back to town."

"Good enough.” Krispos thought of how often held gone out to work in the fields after breakfasting on
nothing. He knew Mavros had never missed ameal. He kept quiet, not just for politeness sake but also
because heldd long since decided hunger held no inherent virtue—life was better with afull belly.

They washed down the rolls and mutton with askin of wine. "That'savery nice animad you'reriding,”
Krigpos said after awhile.

"lan't he?' Mavros beamed. "I'm not smal, but my weight doesn't faze him abit, no even when I'min mail
shirt and helmet. "' He took the reinsin hisleft hand so he could draw aknife and make cut-and-thrust
motionsasif it were asword. "Maybe one of these days I'll ride him to war against Makuran or
Kubrat—or even Khatrish, if your master's misson fails. Takethat, vile barbarian!" He stabbed abush
by the side of the road.

Krispos smiled a hisenthusiasm. "Red fighting's not as ... neat asyou makeit out to be."
"Y ou've fought, then?' At Krigpos nod, Mavros eyeswent big and round. "Tell me about it!"

Krispostried to beg off, but Mavros kept urging him until he baldly recounted the villagers massacre of
the Kubrati raiders. "Just our good luck there was only the onelittle band,” he finished. "If theridersa
couple of days later had been wild men instead of Videssian cavdry, | wouldn't be here now to give you
thetde"

"I've heard true warriors don't speak much of glory,” Mavros said in arather subdued voice.

"What they cdl glory, | think, ismostly therdlief you fed after you've fought and lived through it without
getting maimed. If you have."

"Hmm." Mavrosrode on in silence for some time after that. Before he and Krispos got to Opsikion,
though, he was daying bushes again. Krispos did not try to dissuade him. He suspected Mavroswould



make a better soldier than he did himsalf—the young noble seemed inclined to plunge straight ahead
without worrying about consequences, amartia trait if ever there was one.

They got to Opsikion alittle before midmorning. Being with Mavros got Krispos through the south gate
with respectful salutesfrom the guards. When they came to Bolkanes inn, they found lakovitzesjust
sitting down to breakfast—unlike most folk, he did not customarily rise at dawn.

Hefixed Krispos with aglare. "Nice of you to recdl who your master is." His eyesflicked to Mavros.
Krigpos watched his expression change. "Or have you been cavorting with this magnificent cresture?'

"No," Krigpos said resignedly. "Excdllent Sir, let me present Mavrosto you. Heisthe son of the
noblewoman Tanilis, and isinterested in returning to Videssos with uswhen your mission isdone. HEd
make afine groom, excdlent sr; he knows horses.”

"Tanilis son, eh?' lakovitzesrose to return Mavros bow; held evidently learned who Taniliswas. But he
went on,"When it comesto grooms for my stables, | don't care if he's the Avtokrator's son, not that
Anthimos hasone."

He shot severd searching questions a Mavros, who answered them without undue trouble. Then he went
outsideto look over the youth's mount. When he came back, he was nodding. "Y ou'll do, if you'rethe
onewho's been tending that animd.."

"l am," Mavrossaid.

"Good, good. Y ou'll definitely do. We may even get to leave before fal comes; Lexo may see reason
after al. At least I'm beginning to hope so again.” 1akovitzes looked amost cheerful for amoment ashe
sat down. Then he found something new to complain about. "Oh, aplague! My sausageis cold.
Bolkaned"

Asthe innkeeper hurried up, Mavros whispered to Krispos, "Is your master ways like that?'
"Now that you mention it, yes," Krispos whispered back.

"I wonder if | want to see Videssos the city enough to work for him." But Mavroswas joking. Heraised
hisvoiceto anorma levd. "I'm going to ride home now, but I'll beintown alot. If I'm nat, just send a
messenger for me and I'll come ready to travel." Bowing again to lakovitzes, heleft the taproom.

Around amouthful of fresh, sleaming sausage, lakovitzes said, " So now you're hobnobbing with young
nobles, are you, Krigpos? Y ou're coming up abit in your choice of friends."

"If I hadn't spent these last months with you, excellent sir, | wouldn't have had any idea how to act
around him," Krispos said. Flattery that was also true, he'd found, worked best.

It worked now. lakovitzes gaze lost the piercing qudity it had when he was suspicious about something.
"Hrmp," he said, and went back to his breskfast.

Three days later, Mavros brought Krispos another dinner invitation. Krispos went out and bought a new
tunic, asaffron-yellow one that went well with hisolive skin. After he paid for it, hefdt odd. It wasthe
firgt time held got a shirt just for the sake of having something new.

Tanilis admiring glance that evening made the purchase seem worthwhile. She was worth admiring
hersdlf, in athin dress of white linen that emphasized how smdl her waist was. More gold shone on her



wrists and around her neck.
"Y ou arewelcome, asaways," she said, holding out her hand.

Krigpostook it. "Thank you, my ... Tanilis." Histongue dipped by accident, but he watched her eyesfall
as she heard the last two words together. Maybe his hope of the previous visit had not been so foolish
after dll.

But if that was so, she gave no hint of it during dinner. Indeed, she said very little. Mavros did most of the
talking; he bubbled with excitement at the prospect of heading west for the city. "When will we leave?' he
asked. "Do you know? How fare lakovitzes talks with the Khatrisher?"

"Better, | think," Krispos said. "He's hardly swearing at al when he gets back from the eparch's
residence these days. With him, that'sa very good sign.”

"I'll gart packing, then."

"Go ahead, but don't pack anything you might want before you go. He was like this once before, weeks
ago, and then things fell apart again.” Krigpostook alast luscious bite of blackberry tart and turned to
Tanilis. "l wish your cook could come with me dong with your son. | don't think I've ever eaten sowell.”

"I'll tell Evtykhesyou said s0," she said, smiling. "Y our praise will please him more than what he getsfrom
us—you're not obliged to say kind thingsto him for politeness sake.”

Krigpos had not thought about that. The servants at 1akovitzes home were the only ones held known,
and he was one among them. For that matter, lakovitzes did not say kind thingsto anyone for politeness
sake. He usad the rough edge of histongue, not the smooth, to keep his peopleinline.

Tanilissaid, "Though | must keep Evtykhes, Krispos, you will need more than you have if what we hope
isto be accomplished. When you and Mavros do at last depart for the imperid city, | will send gold with
you."

"My lady—" Thistime Krispos ddliberately used her title rather than her name—"even with Mavroswith
mein Videssos, what's to keep me from spending the gold just on women and wine?"

"You are" Tanilislooked him full in the face. Those huge dark eyes held his; he had the uneasy feding
she could peer degper into him than he could himsdlf. Now he wasthe first to lower hisgaze.

Mavrosrose. "I'm off. If I'm to be leaving soon, | have some farewelsto make."

Taniliswatched him go. "What was it you said about wine and women?* she asked Krispos. "Mogt of his
farewdIswill be of that sort, | expect.”

"He's coming into aman's years and a man's pleasures,” Krispos replied from the peak of maturity that
was twenty-two.

"So heis" Tanilis voice was musing. Her eyes met Krispos again, but she looked through him rather than
into him, back toward the past. "A man. How strange. | must have been about the age heis now when |
bore him."

"Surely younger," Krispossaid.

She laughed, without mirth but also without bitterness. Y ou are gdllant, but | know the count of years.
They are part of me; why should | deny them?”



Instead of answering, Krigpostook athoughtful sip from hiswine cup. Hed made amistake by breaking
the rule of flattery he'd used on lakovitzes. With someone like Tanilis, it did not do to make mistakes.

Beforelong, Krigpos got up to go, saying, "Thank you again for inviting me here, and for theaid you
promise, and for this second wonderful feest.”

"Truly, if it does not unduly anger your master, you would be well advised to say till morning,” Tanilis
sad. "Theride back to Opsikion will be twice aslong in the darkness, and there are brigandsin the hills,
try aswewill to keep them down.”

"lakovitzesis angry most of thetime, it seems. Unduly?' Krispos shrugged. "1 expect | cantalk him
round. Thank you once more.”

Tanilis called for Xystos. The servant took Krigposto the same guest chamber he had used before. That
soft bed beckoned. He stripped off his clothes, did under the singlelight blanket that was all he needed
on awarm summer night, and fell adeep at once.

Hewas a sound deeper, alegacy of the many years he had gone to bed every night too tired to wake to
anything lessthan an earthquake. Thefirst he knew of anyone else's being in the room was the bed
shifting asthe weight of another body settled onto it.

Hejerked upright. "Wha—" he said muzzily.

Even the amdl, flickering flame of the lamp Tanilis held was enough to dazzle hisdeegp-dulled eyes. A
secret smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. "'I'm sorry,” she said. "'l didn't mean to Sartle you.”

"It's—adl right," he answered after amoment, when he had full control of himsdlf. Still not atogether sure
why she had come—and not daring to be wrong here, where his head might answer for it—he pulled the
blanket up to cover more of himsdf.

That secret smile came out in the open. "Wise to be cautious. But never mind." Then her expression
changed. "What isthat coin you wear round your neck?' she asked, her voice suddenly sharp and
interested.

"This?' Krigpos hand closed over the goldpiece. "It'sjust for luck."
"For morethan luck, | think," Tanilissaid. "Pleasg, if you would, tell me how you came by it."

Hetold her how Omurtag had given him the coin at the ransoming ceremony back when hewas a boy.
Her eyes glittered in the lamplight as she followed his account. When he thought he was done, she
questioned him about the incident as closaly as lakovitzes had grilled Mavros on horses.

Prodded so, he recalled more than held imagined he could, even to things like the expression on the
Kubrati enaree's face. The more he answered, though, the more glumly certain he became that she'd
forgotten why she'd cometo his bedroom in thefirgt place. Too bad, hethought. The lamp'swarm light
mede her especialy lovely.

But she certainly seemed indifferent to their both being on the same bed. When she could pick no more
memoriesfrom him, she said, "No wonder | saw as| did. The seeds of what you may be were sown long
ago; a last they have grown toward the light of day."

He shrugged. At the moment, he cared little for the nebul ous future. He was too busy thinking about what
he wished he was doing in the very immediate present.



"Y ou'rerather ayoung man siill, though, and not much worried about such things” Tanilissaid. He
gulped, wondering if she could read hismind. Then he saw she was |ooking down at the thin blanket,
which reveaed histhoughts clearly enough. He felt himself flush, but the smile was back on her face. "l
supposethat'sasit should be," she said, and blew out the lamp.

For awhole series of reasons, the rest of the evening proved among the most educationa of Krispos life.
Every woman he'd been with before Tanilis suddenly seemed agirl by comparison. They were girls he
redlized: hisage or younger, chosen for attractiveness, kept for enthusiasm. Now for thefirst time he
learned what polished art could add.

Looking back the exhausted morning after, he supposed Tanilis had taken him through his paceslike
lakovitzes steering ajumper around a course. Had she taught him anything else that way, he was sure he
would have resented her. He il did, alittle, but resentment had to fight hard against languor.

He'd wondered for some little whileif art was al she brought to the game. She moved, she stroked, she
lay back to receive his caressesin sllence, asilence that perssted no matter what he did. And though all
her ploys were far more than just enjoyable, he aso thought they were rehearsed.

Then at last some of his own urgency reached her. Kindled, she was less perfectly skilled than she had
been before. Feding her quiver beneath him, hearing her breath catch, made him want to forget al that
perfect skill had wrought.

Hewondered if the quivers, if the gasps, were aso products of her art. He shrugged as he fastened the
bone catches of histunic. Art that fine wasindigtinguishable from redlity; it was asif anicon of Petronas
could move and speak with the Sevastokrator's voice.

Later, as he walked down the hall behind a servant toward the small dining chamber for breskfast, he
decided he waswrong. If he'd atogether failed to please her, he doubted she'd give hersdlf to him again.

Shewaited for himin the dining room, her self-possession absolute asusudl. "I trust you dept well," she
said in atone any polite hostess might have used. Before he could answer, she went on, "Do try some of
the honey on your bread. It's clover and orange together, and very fine."

He dipped it from the pot and tried it. It was good. He tried—as best he could with men and women of
her household bustling in and out—to learn how she felt about the night before. She wasimpervious. That
seemed ominous.

Then Mavros camein, looking rather the worse for wear, and Krispos had to give up. Tanilis showed
more interest in her son's boasting than sheld given to Krispos discreet questions.

Only as Krispos was saying hisfarewells did she give him even the smallest reason for hope. "Fed freeto
invite yourself here next time; you need not wait upon aforma invitation.”

"Thank you, Tanilis, I'll do that," he said, and watched her face closely. Had she shown any trace of
disappointment, he would never have gone back to the villa again. She nodded and smiled instead.

He made himsdlf wait four days before he rode back again. Evtykhes the cook hadn't had anything
specia planned but, like lakovitzes chef, he could make the ordinary interesting.

What happened later that night was even more interesting, and not even dightly ordinary. "Don't delay so
long the next time," Tanilis said as she did out of the guest room bed to return to her own chamber. "Or
did you think | was seeking to entrap you with my charms?”

Krigpos shook his head. Tanilis dipped away without asking anything further of him. He was not nearly



sure he had truthfully answered her last question; indeed, he hadn't trusted his voice not to give him away.

Even s0, he knew he would cometo the villaagain, and in less than four days. Did that mean he was
entrapped? Maybe it did, he thought wryly. He was sure hed never found such tempting bait.

lakovitzes|looked up from his breskfast porridge as Krigpos walked toward his table in Bolkanes
taproom. The noble's eyebrows rose. "Good of you to join me," he said. " Such rare Signs give me hope
you do still remember you work for me.”

Krigposfet hisears grow hot. He grunted—the safest response he could think of—and sat down.

Nothing was guaranteed safe with lakovitzes. "Much as| hate to disrupt the lecherous tenor of your
ways," hewent on, "I fear your little arrangement with that laundress or whatever sheisa Mavros place
will haveto end.”

Krispos had found no way to keep people from knowing how often he rode out to Tanilis villa. Those
visgts—and the overnight stays that went with them—had to set tongues wagging. To make surethey did
not wag in the wrong—or rather, the right—direction, held let on that he was having an affair with one of
the servant girls. Now he said, dtill cautioudy, "Oh?Why isthat, excdlent Sr?"

"Because I'vefinaly settled with that puff-adder of aLexo, that'swhy."
"Haveyou redly?' Krispossaid in genuine surprise.

"Yes, | haveredly, and on more than decent terms. If you'd been around here as you were supposed to
be instead of exercising your private parts, this might not have come as such a startling devel opment to
you."

Krigpos hung his head at the rebuke. The acid in 1akovitzes voice made it Sting more than it might have
otherwise, but he knew it was deserved. He also knew a certain amount of relief. If lakovitzeswas
heading back to Videssos the city, he would have to accompany the noble. Not even Tanilis could think
differently. A more convenient end to their liaison was hard to imagine.

lakovitzes went on, " Since you do get out to Mavros villa, however, be so good asto let him know |
shdl be departing shortly. Why | don't leave you here and head back just with him | couldn't say, let me
tdl you."

At firgt, the scolding washed over Krispos. If 1akovitzes meant to fire him, he would have doneit long
snce. And eveniif the noble did give him the boot, Taniliswould still back him—or would she? Krigpos
grew more sober as he pondered that. If his fortunes changed, her vison might, too.

He decided he ought to stay in lakovitzes good graces after al, or as many of them as he could keep
without |etting the noble seduce him. "What were the terms you findly agreed to with Lexo, excdlent Sr?
he asked.

"Asif you care," lakovitzesjeered, but he wastoo full of himsalf to resist bragging about what held done.
"The Khatrisherswill al pull back of the Akkilaion by the end of next year, and three partsin four of the
indemnity we pay for their leaving will go straight to the herderswho get displaced, not to Gumush the
khagan. | had to pay Lexo alittle extraon the side to get him to go dong with that, but it's money well

"l seewhat you're saying." Krigpos nodded. "If the indemnity stayswith the locd Khatrishers, they'll end



up spending most of it herein Opsikion, so inthelong runitll come back to the Empire.”

"Maybethat'swhy | keep you around in spite of the dl-too-numerous faults you ins st on flaunting,”
lakovitzes said: "for your peasant shrewdness. Even Lexo didn't pick up the full import of that clause, and
he's been in the business of cheating Videssos agood many years now. Aye, | snuck it past him, | did, |
did." Nothing put 1akovitzesin abetter mood than gloating over how held outsmarted an opponent.

"When do you sign the pact?' Krispos asked.

"Already did it—signed and sedled. | have one copy up in my room, and Lexo's got the other one
wherever he keepsit." 1akovitzes knocked back alarge cup of wine. Only when he swayed as he got to
hisfeet did Krigposredizeit was not hisfirst, or even histhird; his speech was perfectly clear. Asthe
noble headed for the door, he said over his shoulder, "Cometo think of it, I'm going across the square to
the eparch's residence and rub the Khatrisher's nose in the break he gave me. Want to tag dong?'

"Areyou surethat'swise, excdlent Sr?' Krigpos said, in lieu of publicly asking his master whether held
lost hismind. If lakovitzes angered Lexo enough—and he could do it if anyone could—what wasto
keep the Khatrisher from tearing up his signed and sealed copy and either starting the war Petronas did
not want or at least forcing negotiations open again?

But l1akovitzes said, "Let himwalow in hisown stupidity.” He went out the door admost at arun.

Krigpos heard the rumble and jingle of an gpproaching heavy wagon without listening to it; it was just one
of the noises that went with staying in acity. Then he heard someone shout, "Watch out, you blood
drunken twit! Look over this—" That was harder to ignore; it came from right in front of theinn. At the
cry of agony that followed hard on its hedls, Krispos and everyone e se in the taproom dashed out to see
what had happened.

Thewagon wasfull of blocks of gray limestone from one of the quarriesin the hills back of Opsikion, and
drawn by ateam of Six draft horses. 1akovitzeslay thrashing on the ground between the near wheder and
the wagon's right front whedl. Another yard forward and it would have rolled over hisbody.

Krigpos ran forward and dragged his master away from the wagon. lakovitzes shrieked again as he was
moved. "My leg!" Heclutched at it. "My leg!"

The white-faced driver gabbled, "Fool waked right in front of me. Right in front of melikel wasn't there,
and this maybe the biggest, noisiest rig in town. Right in front of me! One of the horses must have
stepped on him, or maybe more than one. Lucky | wasfast on the brake, or al you could do with himis
clean him off the cobbles. Right in front of me!™

A couple of passers-by confirmed that lakovitzes had not noticed the wagon at dl. "Way he was going,”
one said, "hewouldn't have noticed Phos coming down from heaven for him." A couple of more pious
souls made the sun-sign over their hearts a the mention of the good god's name.

Krispos tugged up lakovitzes robe so he could see how badly the noble was hurt. The unnatura bend
between knee and ankle of his master's|eft leg and the enormous black bruise that spread over theleg as
he watched told him everything he needed to know. "It's broken,”" he said.

"Of courseit's broken, you wide-arsed imbecilel" 1akovitzes screamed, pain and fury making him even
louder and shriller than usud. ™Y ou think | need you to tell methat?" The inventive cursesthat spewed
from him in the next couple of minutes proved hiswitswere intact, even if he did have cuts over both
eyes and a bruise on one cheek. He finally dowed down enough to snarl, "Why are al you incest-loving
cretinsjust standing around gaping? Someone fetch me a heder-priest!™



One of the loca strotted away. 1akovitzes kept swearing; Krigpos did not think he repeated himself once
in the quarter of an hour till the priest arrived. Some of the onlookers who might normally have gone
about their business stayed to listen instead.

"What happened here?' the heder-priest asked when hefindly arrived.

Severd peoplein the crowd started to explain asthey stood aside to let the priest—Sabellios, hisname
was—pass. From the ground, lakovitzesyelled, "I broke my miserable leg, that'swhat. Why don't you
stop gabbing there and start heding?'

"He'slikethat, holy sir,” Krispos whispered to Sabellios as the healer-priest crouched beside him.

"It's not easy to be happy with abroken leg,” Sabellios observed. "Easy, Sr, easy,” he went on to
lakovitzes, for the noble gasped and swore anew as the healer-priest set his hands on either side of the
fracture.

Like the other hedlers Krispos had seen, Sabellios spoke Phos creed again and again as he sank into his
trance. Then the wordstrailed away, leaving nothing between Sabellios will and theinjury he faced.
Krigpos muttered with awe as he watched the swelling around the broken bone recede and the
purple-black bruise fade.

The hedler-priest released his hold. He wiped sweat from his forehead with the deeve of hisbluerobe. "I
have donewhat | can," he said in the worn voice every heder used just after hiswork was done. Krispos
noted the effort he needed to raise his head to look up at the spectators who il ringed him and
lakovitzes. "One of you should go and bring Ordanes the physician here. He has a gentler touch for
setting bonesthan | do.”

" Setting bones?' 1akovitzes hissed from between clenched teeth. "Aren't you going to heal the break?”
Sebellios gared at him. "Hed—afracture?!

"Why not?' lakovitzes said. "I had it done for me oncein Videssosthe city, after | took afal when my
cursed mount couldn't legp a stream during a hunt. Some blue-robe from the Sorcerers Collegium did it
for me—Heraklonas, | think hisnamewas."

"Y ou were most fortunate to be treated by such amagter of the art, excellent sir,”" the healer-priest said.
"Aswith most of my brethren, my power isover flesh, not bone, which | have neither the strength nor the
knowledgeto hedl. Bone, you seg, is partly dead, so it lacks the vitality upon which the hedling gift
draws. No one in Opsikion—perhaps no onein any city save Videssos—can heal abroken bone. | am
sorry to haveto bethe oneto tell you that."

"Then what am | supposed to do?' lakovitzes howled, anger now overcoming pain.

"Fear not, gr," Sebdllios said. "Ordanesis askilled bone-setter, and | can abate any fever you might
contract during the healing process. Surdly in two or three months you will be walking again and, if you
exercise your leg once the splints come off, you may not even limp."

"Two or three months?" lakovitzesrolled hiseyeslike atrapped animd. "How long before | can ride?!

Sebdllios pursed hislips. " Somewhere near the same length of time, | should say. Controlling one's horse
puts congiderable strain on the lower leg, as you must know."

"Two or three months?" lakovitzes repesated it unbdievingly. "Y ou're saying itll be winter by thetimeI'm
up and about?'



"Well, yes, probably,” Sebdliossaid. "What of it?"

"No shipsin winter—too many storms. No good going overland, either, or not much—snowdrifts piled
twiceashighasaman." lakovitzes had been speaking softly, dmost to himself. Now, suddenly, he
screamed. " You mean to tell me I'm stuck in this backwoods Phos-for saken shitpot pesthole of an
excuse for a town until spring ?"

"Hello, hello." A fat bald man pushed through the crowd and grinned down at 1akovitzes. "My, you
sound cheerful today. Nothing like bresking aleg to do that to a man, isthere?’

"I'd sooner break your neck," lakovitzes snarled. "Which icepit did Skotos let you out of 7'

"Name's Ordanes,” the fat man answered camly—he was, Krispos saw, one of the rare men lakovitzes
could not infuriate with afew ill-chosen words. "I'll set that leg for you, if you like—I expect you'll need it
whole so as you can get back to cramming both feet into your face." Aslakovitzes gaped and spluttered,
the physician went on, "I'll need a couple of stout souls here to help hold him down. Hell like thiseven
lessthan helikesanything d ="

"I'mone," Krigpossaid. "Hes my madter.”

" Lucky you." Ordaneslowered his voice so lakovitzeswould not hear. "Hate to tell you this, young
fellow, but you and your master are going to be stuck here agoodish while. That'swhat | heard him
ydling about before, ian't it?”

Krispos nodded.

"If you're hisman, you'll have to wait on him like he was ababy for awhile, because for the first month or
s0 he shouldn't even be out of bed, not if he expects those bonesto heal straight. Think you're up to it?|
don't envy you, and that'safact.”

Theideaof waiting on lakovitzes hand and foot for a solid month was more nearly appaling than
appealing. All the same, Krigpos said, "I'm up to it. He took meinto his service from the streets of
Videssosthe city when | had nothing to my name but what | was wearing. | owe him more than alittle for
that; wouldn't do to repay him by running off when heredlly needsme."

"Hmm." Ordanes eyeswere tracked with red, half hidden in folds of fat, and very knowing. "Seemsto
me he's better served by his man than you are by your master, but that's none of my affair.” The physician
looked up at the crowd of spectators. "Come on, people, don't just stand there. Lend ahand, will you?
Wouldn't you want somebody to help if it were your leg? Y ou, there, and you therein the bluetunic.”

Asthe men bent to hold lakovitzes, Krispos realized one of his questions had just been answered for
him. If he was not leaving Opsikion any time soon, he would see Tanilisagain... . And again and again, he

thought.

lakovitzes hissed and then groaned as Ordanes set to work. Despite the noble's anguish, Krispos had al
he could do to keep from giggling. Tanilis was amuch more aluring progpect in bed than his magter.

Vi

That month of constant attendance on lakovitzes proved even more wearing than Ordanes had



predicted. The physician had compared it to tending a baby. Babies only cried. 1akovitzes used his
searing tongue to inform Krigpos of al hiswhimsand dl Krigpos shortcomings.

By the noblé€'s reckoning, Krigpos had plenty of them. lakovitzes blamed him when the water for sponge
baths was too hot or too cold, when Bolkanes kitchen came up with amed lakovitzes found inadequate,
when the bedpan was not perfectly placed, and even when his hedling leg itched, which it seemed to do
mogt of thetime.

Asfor that bedpan, sometimes Krisposfelt like braining lakovitzeswith it. It was, however, hismaster's
one sgnificant advantage over ababy: lakovitzes, at least, did not foul the bed. In atimethat held few
large advantages, Krigpos cherished the small one.

One afternoon about three weeks after the noble got hurt, someone knocked on the door of hisroom.
Krispos jumped. Few people had come to see lakovitzes. Krispos opened the door with one hand on
hisknife. A good-looking youth stared at him with equal suspicion.

"It'sdl right, Krigpos, Graptos," |akovitzes cdled from hisbed. "In fact, Krigpos, it's better than dl right.
Y ou can take the rest of the day off. I'll see you in the morning.”

"Excdlent Sr?" Krigoos said doubtfully.

"Bolkanes arranged thisfor me," lakovitzes assured him. "After dl, if I'm bedridden, | might aswell be
bed-ridden, if you see what | mean. And since you're so tiresomely obstinate on the subject—"

Krigposwaited to hear no more. He closed the door behind him and hurried down to the stables. If
lakovitzes was going to sport, so would he. The sun was still an hour away from setting when he got to
Tanilis villa

He had to wait some little time before he saw her; she was settling a dispute between two peasants who
dwelt on her land. Neither seemed displeased as they walked past Krigpos. He was unsurprised; Tanilis
had more than enough sense to dispense justice.

She smiled as Naues led Krisposinto her study. "I wondered if | would see you again, after your
master's accident,” she said. In front of her steward, her voice was perfectly controlled.

"l wondered, too." Krigpos aso kept histone casud. He was sure Tanilis would be ableto find al the
double meanings he put into his words and perhaps some he left out. He went on, “The excellent
lakovitzes seemsto be in better spiritsthese days." He explained who was taking care of the noble, and
inwhat ways.

Naues snorted; the tiny curl of Tanilis lip looked like less but spoke more. Aloud, she said, "You are
welcome here regardiess of the circumstances. Mavros may be back for the evening medl, but then again
he may not. Now that heis sure hewon't be leaving for the city till soring, he givesal histimeto onegirl,
knowing, | suppose, that afterward time and distance will fade the attachment.”

Such cool, calculated good sense sounded more like Tanilis than young Mavros; for amoment Krispos
was reminded of listening to his own father back in the days when Zoranne was dl he'd thought of. He
hoped Mavros was clever enough to recognize that his mother was cleverer ill.

"Naues, are there any more out there who need me?" Tanilis asked. When her man shook his head, she
told him, "Go and warn Evtykhes, then, that Krispos certainly will stay for supper, and that | do have
some hope my son will appear, aswdl.”

Mavros did come back to the villa. When he found Krispos there, he condescended to stay for dinner.



"How'd you get loose?" he asked. "1 thought 1 akovitzes wanted you there every minute?" Krispos
explained again. Mavros burst out laughing. " Good for the old bugger! He's fedling better, then?”

"Aye, but he's not up and about yet. And with thefall rains due any day now, it'sjust as he feared. He
won't beriding back to the city till spring; he can't even hobble yet, let done sit ahorse.”

"Too bad,” Mavros said dolefully. "Here I've been champing at the bit for weeks, and now I'll haveto
wait for months. Such along time." With amoody sigh, heraised hiswine cup to hislips.

Tanilissad, "Be thankful you're young enough that afew months seem along timeto you. To me, next
spring fedslike the day after tomorrow.”

"Wel, not to me," Mavrossaid.

For the most part, Krispos agreed with Mavras; at twenty-two, he thought the world passed too dowly
to suit him. Still, even downess could have its advantages. He said, "From what |'ve heard, you've got a
girl now, S0 just think of it as having alonger-seeming time to spend with her."

"l wish it were that easy," Mavros said, "but somehow when I'm with her thetimefliesby, so it never
seems like enough no matter how long it is. Which reminds me." He finished hiswine, rose, and sketched
bowsto Tanilisand Krigpos. "1 promised 1'd meet her before the moon came up.” Not quite trotting, he
|eft the dining room.

"My poor, bereft son," Tanilissaid dryly. "He hasn't set eyes on hisbeloved for, oh, severa hours now.
Inaway, | suppose, | should be jedous, but he just makes me smileinstead.”

Krigposthoughtfully ate one of Evtykhes lemon tarts. Tanilis hadn't told him anything he didn't already
know; her practiced sensuality was worlds gpart from Mavros enthusiastic infatuation. Nevertheless,
Krispos wished hislover had not madeit so plain he was not her beloved.

But no matter what she did, she came to him that night. If she found what they did together distasteful,
she hid it marveloudy well. Afterward, Krispos leaned up on one ebow. "Why me?" he asked. Tanilis
made a questioning noise. "Why me?" Krigpos repeated. "Who you are and what you are, you could
pick any man within ahundred miles of Opsikion, and held come running. So why did you pick me?"

"Because of your looks, your youth, your vigor. Because, having seen you, | could not help picking you.”

Thewordswere al Krispos could have hoped to hear. But he dso heard the faintest questioning tonein
Tanilis voice, asif she were offering him an explanation to see whether held accept it. Though he wanted
to, hefound he could not. He said, ™Y ou could find a dozen who outdo me on any of those a a
glance—a hundred or athousand with alittle looking. | gather you haven't, which means you haven't
answered me, ether.”

Now she sat up in bed. Krispos thought it was the first time she took him serioudy for his own sake
rather than asacog in what she'd foreseen. After ashort pause, she said dowly, "Because you don't take
the easy way, but ook to see what may lie behind it. That israre at any age, doubly o at yours."

Thistime hefdt sheéld touched truth, but not given him thewhole of it. "Why else?' he perssted.

Hewondered if hisdriveto know would anger her, but soon saw it did not. If anything, it raised himin
her estimation; when she replied, her voice had the no-nonsense tone of someone conducting serious
business. "I'll not deny that the power implied by this—" She reached out to touch the goldpiece on its
chain, "—hasits own attraction. In and around Opsikion, | have done everything, become everything |
could hope to do and become. To set up my own son in Videssos the city, to have a connection to one



who may be ... what he may be: that could tempt me dmost to anything. But only amost. Reckon me
hard if you like, and cal culating, and cunning, but you reckon me awhore at your peril." Shedid not
sound businesdlike then; she sounded dangerous.

Krigpos nodded soberly. Aswith lakovitzes, his chief shield against her was stubborn refusal to
acknowledge that she could daunt him. "And s0?" he asked.

The light from the single lamp in the bedchamber shifted shadows on her face to underscore her every
change of expression. With that aid, Krispos saw he'd gained another point. "And so0," she said, "'l have
no interest in men who seek to bed not me but my estates; nor in those who would reckon me only a
prize possession, asif | were ahound; nor again in those who care just for my body and would not mind
if Skotos dwelt behind my eyes. Do you see yoursdlf in any of those groups?’

"No," Krigpossaid. "But in away don't you fal into thefirst one, | mean with respect to me?* Tanilis
gtared a him. "Y ou dare—" He admired her for the speed with which she checked hersdf. After afew
seconds, she even laughed. "Y ou have me, Krispos, by my ownwords| stand convicted. But here |l am
on the other end of the bargain; and | must say it looks different from how it seemed before.”

To you, maybe, Krigpos thought.

Taniliswent on,"A final reason | chose you, Krispos, at least after thefirgt time, isthat you learn quickly.
One of the things you still need to know, though, isthat sometimes you can ask too many questions.”

She reached up and drew hisface down to hers. But even as he responded to her teaching, he remained
sure there was no such thing as asking too many questions. Finding the right way and time to ask them
might be something else again, he admitted to himsdlf. And this, he thought before dl thought left him, was
probably not it.

He woke the next morning to rain drumming on the roof. He knew that sound, though he was more used
to the softer plashing of raindrops againgt thatch than the racket they made on tile. He hoped Tanilis
pessants were done with their harvest, then laughed at himsdlf: they were done now, whether they
wanted to be or not.

Tanilis, aswas her way, had dipped off during the night. Sometimes he woke when she did out of bed;
more often, aslast night, he did not. He wondered, not for thefirst time, if her servants knew they were
lovers. If so, the cooks and stewards and serving maids gave no sign of it. He had learned from
lakovitzes establishment, though, that being discreet was part of being awell-trained servant. And Tanilis
tolerated no servant who was not.

He aso wondered if Mavros knew. That, he doubted. Mavros was agood many things and would likely
grow to become agood many more, but Krispos had trouble seeing him as discrest.

Her har as perfectly in place asif he had never run hishandsthrough it, Tanilis sat waiting for himinthe
small dining room. "Y oull have awet ride back to Opsikion, | fear," she said, waving him to the chair
opposite her.

He shrugged. "I've been wet before.”
"A good plate of boiled bacon should help keep you warm on the journey, if not dry."
"My lady isgenerousin dl things" Krispossaid. Tanilis eyeslit ashedug in.



The road north had already begun to turn to glue. Krispos did not try to push his horse. If lakovitzes
could not figure out why he was late coming back to town, too bad for lakovitzes.

Krisposwrung out his cloak in Bolkanes front hal, then squelched up the stairsin wet boots to see how
his master was doing. What he found in lakovitzes room startled him: the noble was on hisfeet, trying to
stump around with two gticks. The only sign of Graptos was alingering trace of perffumeintheair.

"Hello, look what | can do!" 1akovitzes said, for once too pleased with himsalf to be snide.

"I've looked," Krispos said shortly. "Now will you please get back in bed where you belong? If you were
ahorse, excdlent Sr—" He'd learned the art of turning title to reproach, "—they'd have cut your throat
for abroken leg and let it go at that. If you go and break it again from faling because youre on it too
soon, do you think you deserve any better? Ordanes told you to stay flat at least another fortnight.”

"Oh, bugger Ordanes," lakovitzes said.
"Go ahead, but make him get on top.”
The noble snorted. "No thank you."

Krigpos went on more earnestly, "I can't give you orders, excellent sir, but | can ask if you'd treat one of
your animastheway you're treating yoursaf. Theré's no point to it, the more so snce with thefal rains
garting you're not going anyplace anyhow."

"Mrmm," lakovitzes said—anoise along way from any sort of agreement, but one that, when the noble
changed the subject, showed Krispos he had got through.

lakovitzes continued to mend. Eventualy, as Ordanes had predicted, he was able to move about with his
gticks, lifting and planting them and his splinted leg so heavily that once peoplein the taproom directly
below his chamber complained to Bolkanes about the racket he made. Since the innkeeper was getting, if
not rich, then at least highly prosperous from his noble guest's protracted stay, he turned a deaf ear to the
complaints. By thetime lakovitzes could stump about the inn, the rains made sure he did not travel much
farther. Outside large towns, Videssos had few paved roads; dirt was kinder to horses hooves. The
price of that kindness was several weeks of impassable soup each fall and spring. lakovitzes cursed
every day that dawned gray and wet, which meant he did alot of curaing.

Krispostried to rebuke him. "Therain'sablessng to farmers, excdlent sir, and without farmersweld all
gsarve." The words were severd seconds out of his mouth before he redlized they were hisfather's.

"If you like farmers so bloody well, why did you ever leave that pissant village you sprang from?”
lakovitzes retorted. Krigpos gave up on changing his master's attitude; trying to get lakovitzesto stop
curang wasliketrying to fit the moon in asatchel. The noble's bad temper seemed as congtant asthe
ever-shifting phases of the moon.

And soon enough, Krispos cameto curse the fall rains, too. Aslakovitzes grew more ableto carefor
himsdlf, Krigpos found himsdf with more free time. He wanted to spend as much time as he could with
Tanilis, both for the sake of his body's pleasure and, increasingly, to explore the boundaries of their odd
relaionship. Riding even asfar as her villa, though, was not to be undertaken lightly, not in thefal.

Thus he was overjoyed, one cold blustery day when the rain threatened to turn to deet, to hear her say,
"I think I will go into Opsikion soon, to spend the winter there. | have ahouse, you know, not far from
Phos temple.”

"I'd forgotten,” Krispos admitted. That night, in the privacy of the guest chamber, he said, "I hope I'll be



able to see you more often if you come to town. This miserable weather—"
Tanilisnodded. "'l expect you will."

"Did you—" Krigpos paused, then plunged: "Did you decide to go into Opsikion partly on account of
me?'

Her laugh was warm enough that, though he flushed, he did not flinch. "Don't flatter yoursdf too much,
my—well, if | cal you my dear, you will flatter yourself, won't you? In any case, | go into Opsikion every
year about thistime. Should anything important happen, | might not learn of it for weekswere | to stay
hereinthevilla"

"Oh." Krispos thought for amoment. "Couldn't you stay here and foresee what you need to know?"

"The gift comesasit will, not as| will,” Tanilissaid. "Besides, | liketo see new faces every so often. If I'd
prayed at the chapel here, after dl, instead of coming into Opsikion for the holy Abdaas day, 1'd not
have met you. Y ou might have stayed agroom forever."

Reminded of 1akovitzes jibe, Krispos said, "It'san easier life than the one | had before | cameto the
city." Heaso thought, alittle angrily, that he would have risen further even if Tanilis hadn't met him. That
he kept to himsdlf. Instead, he said, "If you come to Opsikion, you might want to bring that pretty little
laundress of yours—Phronias her name, isn't it?—along with you."

"Oh? And why isthat?" Tanilis voice held no expression whatever.

Krigpos answered quickly, knowing he was on tricky ground. "Because I've spread the word around that
she'sthereason | come here so often. If she'sin Opsikion, I'll have a better excuseto visit you there.”

"Hmm. Put that way, yes." Tanilis mesasuring gaze reminded Krispos of ahawk eyeing arabbit from on
high. "I would not advise you to use this story to deceive me while you carry on with Phronia. | would not
advisethet a dl.”

A chill ran down Krigpos spine, though he had no interest in Phronia past any young man'sregard for a
pretty girl. Since that was true, the chill soon faded. What remained wasinsght into how Tanilisthought.
Krigpos imagination had not reached to concedling one falsehood within another, but Tanilistook the
possibility for granted. That had to mean sheld seen it before, which in turn meant other people used such
complex ploys. Something else to look out for, Krigposthought with asilent sigh.

"What wasthat for?" Tanilis asked.
Wishing sheweren't so dert, he said, "Only that you've taught me many things.”
"I've certainly intended to. If you would be more than a groom, you need to know more than agroom."

Krispos nodded before the full import of what sheld said sank in. Then he found himself wondering
whether sheld warned him about Phroniajust to show him how a double bluff worked. He thought about
asking her but decided not to. She might not have meant that at adl. He smiled ruefully. Whatever else she
was doing, she was teaching him to distrust first impressions ... and second ... and third... . After awhile,
he supposed, redlity might disappear dtogether, and no one would noticeit was gone.

He thought of how lakovitzes and Lexo had gone back and forth, quarreling over what was thought to be
true at least as much as over what wastrue. To prosper in Videssos the city, he might need every bit of
what Tanilistaught.



Since Opsikion lay by the Sailors Sea, Krigpos thought winter would be gentler there. The winter wind,
though, was not off the sea, but from the north and west; abreeze from his old home, but hardly a
welcomeone.

Eventudly the seafroze, thick enough for aman to walk on, out to a distance of severd milesfrom shore.
Even thefolk of Opsikion caled that ahard winter. To Krigposit was appdling; hed seen frozen rivers
and ponds aplenty, but the notion that the sea could turn to ice made him wonder if the Balancer heretics
from Khatrish might not have a point. The broad, frigid expanse seemed a chunk of Skotos hell brought
up to earth.

Y et the local s took the weather in stride. They told stories of the year an iceberg, perhaps storm-driven
from Agder or the Ha oga country, smashed half the docks before shattering against the town's seawall.
And the eparch Sisinnios sent armed patrols onto the ice north of the city.

"What are you looking for, demons?' Krispos asked when he saw the guardsmen set out one morning.
Helaughed nervoudly. If the frozen seawas as much Skotos country asit appeared, demons might
indeed dwell there.

The patrol leader laughed, too. He thought Krispos had been joking. "Worse than demons,”" he said, and
gave Krigpos amoment to stew before he finished: "Khatrishers."

"In thiswesther?" Krispos wore asquirrel skin cap with ear-flgps. It was pulled down low on his
forehead. A thick wool scarf covered his mouth and nose. The few square inches of skin between the
one and the other had long since turned numb.

The patrol leader was smilarly muffled. His bresth made a steaming cloud around him. "Grab a spear and
come seefor yoursdf,” he urged. "Y ou're with the chap from the city, right? Well, you can tel him some
of what we see around here."

"Why not?" A quick trip back to the armory gave Krispos a spear and awhite-painted shield. Soon he
was stumbling aong theicy surface of the seawith the troopers. It was rougher, moreirregular ice than
he'd expected, amost asif the waves had frozen instead of breaking.

"Always keep two men in Sght,” said the patrol leader, whose name, Krispos learned, was Saborios.
"Y ou get lost out here by yourself—well, you're dready on theice, so where will your soul end up?”
Krigpos blew out asmoky sigh of relief to discover he was not the only one who had hereticd thoughts.

The guardsmen paid attention to what they were doing, but it was aroutine attention, making sure they
did nothing they knew to be foolish. It |&ft plenty of room for banter and horseplay. Krigpos trudged on
grimly in the middle of the line. With neither terrain nor risks familiar to him, he had dl he could do just to

keep pace.

"Good thing it's not snowing," one of the troopers said. "If it was snowing, the Khatrishers could snegk an
army past us and we'd never know the difference.”

"We would when we got back," another answered. The first guard chuckled.

Everything looked the same to Krigpos; sky and frozen seaand distant land all were shades of white and
gray. Anything colorful, he thought, should have been visible for miles. What had not occurred to him was
how uncolorful asmuggler could become.

Had the trooper to Krigpos |eft not dmost literally stumbled over the man, they never would have spied



him. Even then, had he stayed till, he might have escaped notice: he wore white foxskins and, when il
was invisble past twenty paces. But he lost hishead and tried to run. He was no better at it on the
dippery icethan his pursuers, who soon ran him down.

Saborios held out a hand to the Khatrisher, who had gone so far asto daub white greasepaint on his
beard and face. "Y ou don't by any chance have your import license dong, do you?' the patrol leader
asked pleasantly. The Khatrisher stood in glum silence. "No, eh?" Saborios said, amost asif redly
surprised. "Then let's have your goods.”

The smuggler reached under hisjacket, drew out aleather pouch.

The patrol leader opened it. "Amber, isit? Very fine, too. Did you give me dl of it? Complete
confiscation, you know, isthe pendty for unlicensed import.”

"That's everything, curseyou," the Khatrisher said sullenly.

"Good." Saborios nodded his understanding. " Then you won't mind Domentzios and Bonosos stripping
you. If they find you'vetold the truth, they'll even give you back your clothes.”

Krigpos was shivering in hisfurs. He wondered how long anaked man would last on theice. Not long
enough to get off it again, he was sure. He watched the smuggler make the same unhappy calculation.
The fellow took apouch from each boot. The patrol leader pocketed them, then motioned forward the
two troopers he had named. They were tugging off the Khatrisher's coat when he exclamed, "Wat!"

Theimperiaslooked to the patrol leader, who nodded. The smuggler shed hiswhitefox cap. "'l need my
knife, dl right?" he said. Saborios nodded again. The smuggler cut into the lining, extracted yet another
pouch. He threw down the dagger. "Now you can search me."

Thetroopers did. They found nothing. Shivering and swearing, the Khatrisher dove back into his clothes.
"Y ou might have got that last one by us," Saborios remarked.

"That'swhat | thought,” the smuggler said through chattering teeth. "Then | thought | might not have, too.”
"Sensble," Saboriossaid. "Well, let'stake you in. Weve earned our pay for today, | think."
"What will you do with him?* Krigpos asked as the patrol turned back toward Opsikion.

"Hold him for ransom," Saborios answered. "Nothing else we can do, now that 1've seen hel's smuggling
amber. Gumush will pay to have him back, never fear." Krigpos made a questioning noise. Saborios
explained, "Amber'saroya monopoly in Khatrish. The khagan likesto seeif he can avoid paying our
tariffs every so often, that'sal. Thistime he didn't, so we get somefor free."

"Does he sneak in enough to make it worth hiswhile?!

"That's a sharp question—I thought you were lakovitzes groom, not his bookkeeper. The only answer |
know is, he must think so or he wouldn't keep doing it. But not this run, though.” The patrol leader's eyes,
amog the only part of hisface vigble, narrowed in satisfaction.

lakovitzes howled with glee when Krigpostold him the story that evening. They were Sitting much closer
than usud to Bolkanes big fire; Krispos had amug of hot spiced wine close at hand. He smiled gratefully
when one of the barmaidsrefilled it. lakovitzes said. "It'l serve Gumush right. Nothing | enjoy more than
athief having to pay for hisown thievery."

"Won't he just raise the price later on to make up for it? Krigpos asked. "The legitimate price, | mean."



"Probably, probably,” lakovitzes admitted. "But what do | care?| don't much fancy amber. And no
matter how hard he squeezes, the world doesn't hold enough gold for him to buy hisway out of
embarrassment.” Contemplating someone el se's discomfiture would put lakovitzesin agood mood if

anything would.

A couple of nights ater, Tanilis proved coldly furious that the amber had been seized. "I madethe
arrangementsfor it mysaf with Gumush,” she said. "Four partsin ten off the going rate here, which il
alowed him aprofit, seeing asthetariff isfive partsin ten. He dready has haf the money, too. Do you
suppose hell send it back when he ransoms his courier?' Her bitter laugh told how likely that was.

"But ..." Krigpos scratched his head. "The Avtokrator needs the money from the tariffs, to pay for
soldiers and furs and roads and—"

"And courtesans and fine wines and fripperies” Tanilisfinished for him; she sounded as scornful of
Anthimos 11 as Pyrrhos had. "But even if it were only asyou say, | need money, too, for the good of my
own estates. Why should | pay twice as much for amber as| need to for the sake of ahandful of rich
men in Videssos the city who do nothing for me?"

"Don't they?" Krigpos asked. " Seemsto me | wouldn't have come here with my magter if the meninthe
city weren't worried about the border with Khatrish. Or are you such a queen here that your peasants
would have fought off the nomad horsemen on their own?' He recalled the Kubratoi descending on his
vanished boyhood village asif it had happened only the day before.

Tanilisfrowned. "No, | am no queen, so what you say has some truth. But the Avtokrator and
Sevastokrator chose peace with Khatrish for their own reasons, not mine."

Remembering Petronas ambitions against Makuran, Krigpos knew shewas right. But he said,”It works
out the same for you either way, doesn't it? If it does, you ought to be willing to pay for it." Heand his
fellow villagers had been willing to pay anything within reason to prevent another invasion from Kubrat.
Only the Empire's demands reaching beyond reason had detached him from the land, and the rest of the
villagerswerethere dill.

"Y ou speak wdll, and to the point,” Tanilissaid. "1 must confess, my loydty isto my landsfirgt, and to the
Empire of Videssosonly after that. What | say istrue of most nobles, | think, amost dl those away from
Videssos the city. To us, the Empire seems more often to check our strength than to protect it, and so we
evade demands from the capita as best we can.”

The more Krispos talked with Tanilis, the more complex his picture of the world grew. Back in his
village, heid thought of nobles as agents of the Empire and thanked Phos that the freeholders among
whom held lived owed serviceto no lord. Y et Tanilis seemed no dly to the will of Videssosthe city, but
rather arival. But she was no greet friend of the peasants, either; she smply wanted to control them
hersdf in place of the centrd government. Krigpos tried to imagine how things looked from Petronas
perspective. Maybe one day held ask the Sevastokrator—after al, heéd met him. He laughed alittle,
amused at his own presumption.

"What do you find funny?' Tanilis asked.

Krispos cheeks grew warm. Sometimes when he waswith Tanilis, he felt he was a scroll she could unroll
and read as she wished. Annoyed at himsdlf for being so open, and sure he could not lie successtully, he
explaned.

Shetook him serioudy. She dways did; he had to give her that. Though he was certain he often seemed
very young and raw to her, shewent out of her way not to mock his enthusasms, evenif shelet him see



she did not share many of them. Even more than the sweet lure of her body, the respect she gave him
made him want to spend time with her, in bed and out of it. He wondered if thiswas how love began.

The thought so startled him that he missed her reply. She saw that, too, and repeated hersdf: "If Petronas
would tell you, | daresay you'd learn agreat dedl. A regent who can keep the reins of power even after
hisward comes of age—and in such away that the ward does not hate him—is aman to be reckoned
with."

"l suppose s0." Krispos knew he sounded abstracted and hoped Taniliswould not figure out why.
Loving her could only complicate hislife, the more so as he knew she did not love him.

Sow astheflow of syrup on ice, news dripped into Opsikion through the winter. Krispos heard of the
desth of khagan Omurtag weeks after it happened; a son named Maomir ascended to the rule of

Kubrat. In Thatagush, north and east of Khatrish, aband of Halogaraiders under achief cdled Harvas
Black-Robe sacked awhole string of towns and smashed the army that tried to drive them away. Some
nobles promptly joined forces with the Halogal againgt their khagan. The King of Kings of Makuran sent
apeace embassy to Videssos the city. Petronas sent it back. "By the lord with the great and good mind, |
gave Petronas what he wanted here," lakovitzes said when that report reached him. "Now |let's see what
he doeswith it." His chuckle had a gloating toneto it. "Not as much ashe wants, I'll wager."

"No?" Krigpos helped his master out of achair. The noble could walk with a stick these days, but he il
limped badly; hisleft caf was only half asbig around as hisright. Krigposwent on carefully, "The
Sevastokrator strikes me as aman who generdly gets what he wants."

"Oh, aye, heis. Here, I'm dl right now. Thanks." lakovitzes hissed as he put weight on his healing leg.
Ordanes had given him aset of exercisesto strengthen it. He swore through clenched teeth every time he
began them, but never missed aday.

Now hetook acouple of steps toward the stairway that led up to hisroom before he continued. "But
what Petronas wants isto overthrow Makuran, and that won't happen. Stavrakios the Great couldn't do
it, not when the Empire of Videssosran dl the way up to the border of the Haloga country. | suppose the
Makurani Kings of Kings dream of worshiping their Four Prophetsin the High Templein Videssosthe
city, and that won't happen, either. If Petronas can bite off a chunk of Vaspurakan, hell have done
something worthwhile, at any rate. We can use the metals there and the men, even if they are heretics”

A guardsman coming off duty threw open the door to Bolkanes taproom. Though he dammed it again
right away, Krispos and | akovitzes both shivered at theicy blast helet in. He stood in the front hall
brushing snow off his clothes and out of his beard.

"Beastly weeather," lakovitzes said. "I could ride now, but what's the point? The odds are too good I'd
end up ablock of ice somewhere hafway between here and the city, and that would be a piteous waste.
Cometo think of it, you'd freeze, too."

"Thank you for thinking of me," Krigpossaid mildly.

lakovitzes cocked an eyebrow. "Y ou're getting better at that innocent-sounding comeback, aren't you?
Do you practicein front of amirror?"

"Er—no." Krigpos knew his fencing with Tanilis helped sharpen both hiswits and hiswit. He hadn't
redlized anyone el se would notice.



"Maybeit's the time you spend knocking around with Mavros," lakovitzes said. Krispos blinked; his
master's guess was good enough to startle him. lakovitzeswent on, "He hasanobl€sair to him, even if
heisyoung."”

"l hadn't redlly noticed,” Krigpossaid. "'l suppose he getsit from his mother.”

"Maybe." Ashe did whenever awoman was mentioned, |akovitzes sounded indifferent. He reached the
gairway. " Give me your hand, will you, for the way up?' Krispos complied. Chill or no, lakovitzes was
swesting by the time he got to the top of the sairs; hisleg still did not take kindly to such work.

Krispos went through the usua small wrestling match he needed to get the nobleto let go. "After ayear
with me, excellent sir, don't you believe I'm not interested?" he asked.

"Oh, | believeit," lakovitzes said. "l just don't takeit serioudy.” Having had, if not Krigpos, then at least
the last word, he hobbled down the hall toward his room.

Rain pattered on the shutters of the bedroom window. "The second storm in arow with no snow iniit,”
Tanilissad. "No deet in thisone ether, or noneto spesk of. Winter isfindly losingitsgrip.”

"Soitis" Krigposkept hisvoice noncommitta. The imminent return of good weather meant too many
different things now for him to be sure how he fdlt abouit it.

Tanilissat up in bed and ran ahand through her hair. The gesture, artfully artless, made her bare breasts
rise for Krigoos admiration. At the sametime, though, she said, "When therain findly stops, | will be
going back to my villa | don't think you would be wiseto vist methere.”

Krigpos had known she would tell him that, sooner or later. HEd thought he was ready. Actudly hearing
the words, though, was like taking a blow in the belly—no matter how braced he was, they ill hurt. "So
itsover," hesad dully.

"Thispart of it,” Tanilisagreed.

Again, hed thought he could accept that, thought he could depart with lakovitzesfor Videssos the city
without a backward glance. Had his master not broken hisleg, that might well have been true. But
wintering in Opsikion, passng so much more time with Tanilis, made it harder than held expected. All his
carefully cultivated sangfroid deserted him. He clutched her to him. "I don't want to leave you!" He
groaned.

Sheyidded to his embrace, but her voice stayed detached, logica. "What then? Would you turn asde
from what | and others have seen for you, would you abandon this—" She touched the goldpiece
Omurtag had given him. "—to stay in Opsikion? And if you would, would | look on you with anything but
scorn because of it?

"But | loveyou!" Krispos said.

Down deep, held dways been suretelling her that would be amistake. Hisingtinct proved sound. She
answered, "'If you Stayed here because of that, | surely could never love you. | am aready fully mysdf,
whileyou are dtill discovering what you can be. Nor in the long run would you be happy in Opsikion, for
what would you be here? My plaything, maybe, granted asmall respect reflected from the larger one
have earned, but laughed at behind people's hands. Is that the most you want for yoursdlf, Krispos?!

"Y our plaything?' That made him angry enough not to listen to the rest of what she said. Heran arough



hand along the supple curves of her body, ending at the edge of the neatly trimmed hair that covered her
secret place. "Isthat dl this has meant? Isthat dl 1've been to you?'

"Y ou know better, or you should,” Tanilissaid camly. "How could | deny you've pleased me? | would
not want to deny it. But it is not enough. Y ou deserve to be more than a bedwarmer, however finea
bedwarmer you are. And if you stayed with me, you would not find it easy to be anything else. Not only
do | havefar more experience and vastly greater wedth than you, | do not careto yield to anyone the
power I've earned by my own efforts over the years. So what would that leave you?"

"l don't care," Krigpos said. Though he sounded full of fierce conviction, even he knew that was not true.

So, obvioudy, did Tanilis. "Do you not? Very well, then, let us suppose you stay here and that you and |
are wed, perhaps on the next feast day of the holy Abdaas. Come the morning after, what do you
propose to say to your new stepson, Mavros?'

"My—" Krigpos gulped. He had no trouble imagining Mavros his brother. But his stepson? He could not
even make himsdlf say theword. He started to laugh, instead, and poked Tanilisin the ribs. She was not
usudly ticklish, but he caught her by surprise. Sheyipped and wiggled away. "Mavros my—" Hetried
again, but only ended up laughing harder. "Oh, a pestilence, Tanilis, you've made your point.”

"Good. There's dways hope for anyone who can see plain sense, eveniif | did have to bludgeon you to
open your eyes." She turned her head.

"What isit?" Krispos asked.

"l wasjust listening. | don't think therain will let up for awhileyet." Now her hand wandered, cameto
rest. She amiled acatlike amile. "By thefed of things, neither will you. Shal we make the most of thetime
we haveleft?"

He did not answer, not with words, but he did not disagree.

"Let me give you ahand, excellent air,” Krigpos said asapair of stable boysled out his master'shorse,
hisown, and their pack animals.

"Nonsense," lakovitzestold him. "If | can't mount for mysdlf, | surely won't be able to ride back to the
city. Andif | can't do that, I'm faced with two equaly unpalatable dternatives. take up residence here, or
throw mysdf off apromontory into the sea. Onthewhoale, | bdieve I'd prefer throwing mysdlf into the
sea. That way 1'd never haveto find out what's become of my house while I've been gone." The noble
gave ashudder of exquisite dread.

"When you wrote you'd been hurt, the Sevastokrator pledged to look after your affairs.”

"So hedid," lakovitzes said with askepticd grunt. "The only affairs Petronas cares anything about,
though, are his own. He scowled at the boy who held his horse. "Back away, there. If | can't manage,
hightimel found out.”

The stable boy retreated. lakovitzes set hisleft foot in the stirrup, swung up and onto the horse's back.
Hewinced asthe newly hedled leg took al hisweight for amoment, but then he was mounted and
grinning in triumph. He'd boarded the horse before, every day for the past week, but each time seemed a
new adventure, both to him and to everyone watching.

"Now where'sthat Mavros?' he said. "I'm still not what you'd call comfortable up here. Anyone who



thinks I'll waste time waiting that | could use riding will end up disappointed, | promiseyou that.”

Krigposdid not think lakovitzes was speaking to him in particular; he sounded more asif he were
warning theworld at large. Krigpos checked one last time to make sure dl their gear was properly
stowed on the packhorses backs, then climbed onto his own beast.

Bolkanes cameto bid hislongtime guests farewell. He bowed to lakovitzes. "A pleasure to serve you,
eminentgr."

"I should hope 0. I've made your fortune," lakovitzes answered, graciousto the end.

Astheinnkeeper beat ahasty retreat, Mavros rode up on abig bay gelding. He looked very young and
jaunty, with two pheasant plumes sticking up from his broad-brimmed hat and hisright hand on the hilt of
his sword. He waved to Krispos and dipped hishead in 1akovitzes direction. "Y ou look like you were all
&t to take off without me.”

"l was," |akovitzes snapped.

If hethought to intimidate the youth, he failed. "Wéll, no need for that now, seeing asI'm here," Mavros
said eadly. He turned to Krigpos. "My mother said to be sureto tell you goodbye from her. Now I've
doneit." One more chore finished, his attitude seemed to say.

"Ah. That'skind of her," Krispos said. Although he hadn't seen or heard from Tanilisin morethan a
month, she wasin his thoughts every day, the memory of her asliable to sudden twinges aswas
lakovitzes leg. A limp in the heart, though, did not show on the outside.

"If you two are done nattering like washerwomen, shal we be off?" lakovitzes said. Without waiting for
an answer, he used knees and reinsto urge his horse forward. Krispos and Mavros rode after him.

Opsikion's gate guards till had not learned to take any specid notice of Iakovitzes, who, after dl, had
not come near the edge of the city since the summer before. But the feisty noble had no cause for
complaint about the trestment he was afforded. Being with Mavros drew him such aflurry of salutesand
guardsmen springing to atention that he said, not altogether in jest, " Anthimos should come here, to see

what respect is."

"Oh, | expect he gets treated about aswell in hishometown,” Mavros said. lakovitzes had to look at him
sharply to catch thetwinklein hiseye. The noble alowed himsalf awintry chuckle, the most he usudly
gavewit not hisown.

That chuckle, Krigpos thought, was the only thing wintry about the day. It was mild and fair. New bright
green covered we ground to either side of the road. Bees buzzed among fresh-sprouted flowers. The
sweset, moist air wasfull of the songs of birdsjust returned from their winter stay in warmer climes.

Though the road climbed swiftly into the mountains, this near

Opsikion it remained wide and easy to travel, if not dways straight. Krigpos was startled when, with the
sun gill nearer noon than its setting, l1akovitzesreined in and said, " That's enough. Well camp heretill
morning." But when he watched his master dismount, he hardly needed to hear the noble go on, "My
thighs are asraw as a dockside whore's the night after the imperia fleet rowsinto port.”

"No wonder, excellent ir,” Krigpos said. "Flat on your back as you werefor so long, you've lost your
hardening."

"I don't know about that," Mavros said. "I've had somelovely hardeningsflat on my back."



Again, lakovitzes baslisk glarefailed to wilt him. The noblefinaly grunted and hobbled off into the
bushes, unbuttoning hisfly as he went. Watching that dow, spraddling gait, Krispos whistled softly. "Heis
saddle-sore, isn't he? | guess he thought it couldn't happen to him."

"Aye, lookslike hell haveto get used to it all over again. He won't be back from watering the grassright
away, either.” Mavroslowered hisvoice as he reached into a saddlebag. "Which means now isas good a
time as any to passthison to you from my mother. A parting gift, you might say. Shetold me not to give
it to you when anyone el se could see.”

Krispos reached out to take the small wooden box Mavros held. He wondered what sort of last present
Tanilishad for him and wondered even more, briefly darmed, how much she'd told Mavros about what
had passed between the two of them. Mavros as stepson, indeed, Krispos thought—she'd known how
to cool him down, sure enough. Maybe, though, he said to himsdlf, it's like one of the romances
minstrels sing, and she does love me but can't admit it except by giving me this token once I'm
safely gone.

The second the box wasin hishand, itsweight told him Tanilis gift was the more pragmatic one shed
promised. "Gold?' he sad.

"A pound and ahdf," Mavros agreed. "If you're going to be—what you're going to be—thiswill help.
Money begets money, my mother says. And thiswill grow al the better since no one knowsyou haveit.”

A pound and ahaf of gold—the box fit easily in the pam of Krispos hand. For Tanilis, it was not
enough money to be missed. Krispos knew that if he were to desert his master and Mavros and make his
way back to hisvillage, hewould be far and away the richest man there. He could go home as something
closeto ahero: thelad who'd made good in the big city.

But hisvillage, he realized after amoment, was not home any more, not redly. He could no more go
back now than he could have stayed in Opsikion. For better or worse, he was caught up in the faster life
of Videssosthe city. After ataste of it, nothing less could satisfy him.

Rustlings from the bushes announced lakovitzes return. Krispos hastily stowed away the box of coins.
With ahundred and eight goldpiecesin his hands, he thought, he did not need to keep working for
lakovitzes anymore, either. But if he stayed on, he wouldn't have to start spending them. He didn't need
to decide anything about that right away, not when he was only a short day's journey out of Opsikion.

"I may live," lakovitzes said. He grimaced as he sat down on the ground and started pulling off his boots.
"Eventualy, | may even want to. What have wefor supper?’

"About what you'd expect,” Krigpos answered. "Twice-baked bread, sausage, hard cheese, and onions.
We have a couple of wineskins, but it's awaysto the next town, so we ought to go easy if we want to
makeit last. | hear astream off that way—well have plenty of water to wash things down.”

"Water. Twice-baked bread." The petulant set of 1akovitzes mouth showed what he thought of that.
"The next time Petronas wants me to go traveling for him, I'll ask if | can bring a chef along. He does,
when he's out on campaign.”

"There ought to be crawfish in the stream, and trout, too," Mavros said. "I have acouple of hooks. Shall
| go seewhat | can come up with?"

"I'll gart afire,” Krigpos said. "Roast fish, crawfish baked in clay ..." He glanced over to see how
lakovitzesliked the idea.



"Could beworse, | suppose,” the noble said grudgingly. "Seeif you can find some early marjoram, too,
why don't you, Mavros? It would add to the flavor."

"I'll do my best." Mavros rummaged through his gear till he found the hooks and somelight line. "A chunk
of sausage should be bait enough for the fish, but what do you suppose | should useto lure out the
marjoram?'

| akovitzes threw aboot at him.

One day when he was close to hdfway back to the city, Krispos came acrossthe little jet ornament he'd
brought for Sirikia.

He stared at it; the seamstress hadn't crossed his mind in months. He hoped she'd found someone new.
After Tanilis, going back to her would be likeleaving Videssosfor hisfarming village: possible, but not
worth thinking abouit.

He was no monk on the journey westward; abstinence was not in his nature. But he had findly learned
not to imagine himsdf in love each time his lust needed daking. Mavros till sghed whenever he left
behind another barmaid or dyeshop girl.

Thetravelerslay over in atown called Develtosto rest their horses. lakovitzes surveyed the place with a
jaundiced eye. His one-sentence verdict summed it up perfectly. "By the good god, it makes Opsikion
look like ametropolis.”

Mavros spluttered at that, but Krispos knew what his master meant. Develtos boasted a stout wall and
had little €l se about which to boast. Seeing how smal and gloomy atown the works protected, Krispos
wondered why anyone had bothered to build them in the first place.

"The road does need strongpoints every so often,” lakovitzestold him when he said that doud. The noble
took another long look, sighed in despair. "But well have to make our own fun, that'sfor certain.
Speaking of which ..." His gaze traveled back to Krispos.

It was the groom's turn to sigh. l1akovitzes had not bothered him much since Mavros joined them. So far
as Krispos knew, he hadn't made advances at Mavros, either. Had Krispos not seen agood-looking
young stablehand a couple of towns back wearing one of the noble's rings the morning they set out, he
would have wondered if 1akovitzeswas fully healed. Hed enjoyed the peace while it lasted.

Theinn lakovitzes picked proved livelier than the rest of Develtos, whose people seemed as dour asthe
grim gray stone from which their wal and buildings were made. That was not the innkeeper'sfault; he
was as somber as any of histownsfolk. But agroup of close to adozen mother-of-pearl merchants from
the eastern idand of Kalavria made the placejolly in spite of its proprietor. Krispos had even met one or
two of them back at Opsikion; they'd landed there before heading inland.

"Why didn't you just sail sraight onto Videssosthe city?' he asked one of the traders over amug of
wine

"Bring mother-of-pearl to the city?' exclaimed the Kaavrian, ahook-nosed fellow named Stasios. "l
might aswell fetch milk to acow. Videssos has more than it needs already. Here away from the seq,
though, the stuff israre and wonderful, and we get good prices."

"Y ou know your business best," Krispos said. From the way the merchants were spending money, they'd
donewell sofar.



The taproom grew gloomy as evening came on. The innkeeper waited longer than Krispos liked before
lighting candles; likely held hoped his guests would go to bed when it got dark and save him the expense.
But the Kaavrians were in no mood for deegp. They sang and drank and swapped stories with Krispos
and his companions.

After awhile, one of the traderstook out apair of dice. Thetiny rettle they gave as herolled them on the
tableto test hisluck made lakovitzes scrambleto hisfeet. "'I'm going upstairs,” hetold Krisposand
Mavras, "and if the two of you have any senseyou'll comewith me. Y ou start gambling with Kdavrians
and you'l il beat it when the sun comes up again.”

The merchantslaughed. " So they know our reputation even in the city?' Stasios said. "I'd have bet they
did”

"I know you would," lakovitzes said. "Y ou'd bloody well bet on anything. That'swhy I'm heading off to
bed, to keep from having to stay up with you."

Mavros hesitated, then went upstairs with him. Krispos decided to stay and play. The stakes, he saw
with somerdlief, were pieces of slver, not gold. "Wereadl friends" one of thetraders said, noticing his
glance a the money they'd got out. "Thered be no joy in breaking aman, especialy since hedd haveto
day with ustill fall even s0."

"Good enough,” Krispos answered. Before long, the man to hisleft threw double sixesand lost the dice.
They cameto him. Herattled them in his hand, then sent them spinning across the tabletop. Twin ones
stared up at the gamblers. "Phos little suns!" Krispos said happily. He collected al the bets.

"Your firgt throw!" aKdavrian said. "With luck like that, no wonder you wanted to stay down here. You
knew you'd clean usout.”

"They'reyour dice," Krigposretorted. "For dl | knew, you'd loaded them."”

"No, that'd be Rhangavve," Stasios said. "He's not with us this year—somebody back home on theidand
caught him at it and broke hisarm for him. He'sricher than any of us, though, the cheating bastard.”

Krigposwon alittle, lost alittle, won alittle more. Eventualy he found himself yawning and not being able
to stop. He got up from the table. "That's enough for me," he said. "1 want to be able to ride tomorrow
without fdling off my horse"

A couple of Kalavrians waved as he headed for the stairs. More had eyes only for the spinning bone
cubes. Behind the bar, the innkeeper sat dozing. He jerked awake every so often. "Aren't you gents
tired, too?' he asked plaintively, seeing Krigpos leave. The traderslaughed at him.

Krispos had just got to the head of the stairs when he saw someone quietly emerging from lakovitzes
room. His hand dropped to the hilt of his sword. Then he relaxed. Though only acouple of tiny lampslit
the hall, he recognized Mavros. The youth leaned back into the doorway for amoment, murmured
something Krigpos could not hear, and went to his own room. It was farther down the hal than
lakovitzes, so he turned his back on Krigpos and did not notice him.

Krigpos frowned as he opened his door, then barred it behind him. Hetried to tell himself what held seen
didn't mean what he thought it did. He could not make himsdlf believeit. He knew what a good-night kiss
looked like, no matter who was giving it.

He asked himsdlf what difference it made. Living in lakovitzes household had taught him that the grooms
who et the noble take them to bed were not much different from the ones who declined, save in their



choice of pleasures. If Mavros enjoyed what | akovitzes offered, it was his business and none of Krigpos.
It did not make him any less cheerful, clever, or enthusiadtic.

That thought consoled Krigpos long enough to let him undress and get into bed. Then heredlized it was
his business after al. Tanilis had charged him to treat Mavros as ayounger brother. No matter how his
perspective had changed, he knew it would not be easy if hisyounger brother acted as Mavros had.

He sighed. Here was something new and unwelcome to worry about. He had no ideawhat to say to
Mavros or what to do if, as seemed likely, Mavros answered, " So what?' But he found he could not
deep until he promised himsdalf he would say something.

Even getting the chance did not prove easy. Some of the Kdavrians were gill gambling when he and
Mavros came down for breakfast the next morning, and this was one conversation he did not want
overheard.

For that matter, some of the Kaavrians were still gambling when 1akovitzes came down for breskfast
quite abit later. Herolled hiseyes. "Y ou'd bet on whether Phos or Skotos will triumph at the end of
time" hesadin disgus.

Stasios and a couple of otherslooked up from the dice. "Y ou know, wejust might,” he said. Soon the
bleary-eyed merchants started arguing theology asthey played.

"Congratulations,” Mavrostold lakovitzes.
"By theice, what for?' lakovitzes waslistening to the Kalavrians asif he could not believe hisears.

With ady grin, Mavros answered, "How many people can boast they've invented anew heresy before
their morning porridge?’

Krigpos swallowed wrong. Mavros pounded him on the back. lakovitzesjust scowled. Through the rest
of the day, he remained as sour toward Mavros as he was with anyone else. Krigpos began to wonder if
he'd made a mistake. But no, he knew what he'd seen.

Asthelast of the dl-night gamblers among the Kaavrians went upstairs, the traders who had gone to bed
began drifting down once more. The game never stopped. Krisposfretted. Having to wait only made him
more nervous about what he'd say to Mavros.

After checking the horses the next morning, lakovitzes decided to ride on. "Another day wouldn't hurt the
beasts, | suppose, but another day stuck in Devetos with those gambling maniacs would do mein,” he
sad.

He was too good a horseman to push the pace with tired animals and rested them frequently. When he
went off to answer nature's cdl at one of those stops, Krigpos found himsalf with the opportunity hed
dreaded. "Mavros," hesaid quietly.

"What isit?' Mavros turned toward him. When he saw the expression on Krispos face, hisown grew
more serious. "What isit?" he repeated in adifferent tone of voice.

Now that hewas at the point, Krigpos carefully crafted speeches deserted him. "Did you end up in bed
with lakovitzes the other night?' he blurted.

"What if | did? Areyou jedlous?' Mavroslooked a Krispos again. "No, you're not. What then? Why
should you care?'



"Because | was bid to be your brother, remember? | never had abrother before, only sisters, so | don't
quite know how to do that. But | do know | wouldn't want any kin of mine deeping with someone just to
get in hisgood graces.”

If Mavros knew about him and Tanilis, Krispos redlized as soon as the words were out of his mouth,
he'd throw that right back at him, no matter how unfairly. But Mavros must not have. He said, "Why do |
need to get in lakovitzes good graces? Aye, helivesat the capital, but | could buy and sdll him. If he
givesmetoo bad atime, I'd do it, too, and he knowsit."

Krigpos started to answer, abruptly stopped. HEd judged Mavros situation by his own, and only now

did he see the two were not the same. Unlike him, Mavros had a perfectly satisfactory lifeto returnto if
the city did not suit him. With such independent means, though, why had he yielded to |akovitzes? That
was a question Krigpos could ask, and did.

"Tofind out what it waslike, why e se?' Mavros said. "I've had plenty of girls, but I'd never tried it the
other way round. From the way lakovitzestalked it up, | thought | was missing something special.”

"Oh." The straightforward hedonism in the reply reminded Krispos of Tanilis. He needed amoment to get
up the nerveto ask, "And what did you think?'

Mavros shrugged. "It was interesting to do once, but | wouldn't want to make a habit of it. Asfar asI'm
concerned, girlsare more fun.”

"Oh," Krigpos said again. Hefdt foolish. "I guess| should have kept my big mouth shut.”

"Probably you should have." But Mavros seemed to reconsider. "No, | take that back. If we areto be
brothers, then you have the right to speak to me when something troubles you—and the other way
round, too, | suppose.”

"That'sonly fair,” Krigpos agreed. "This whole business takes some getting used to."

"Things my mother arranges usudly do,” Mavros said cheerfully, "but they have away of working out
right intheend. And if this particular arrangement works out right in the end—" He broke off. They were
atogether alone except for 1akovitzes off somewherein the bushes, but he was till wary of spesking
about what Tanilis had seen. Krispos thought the better of him for it. He was agood deal more than wary
himsdf.

"What were you two gossiping about?" lakovitzes asked when he came back a couple of minutes later.
"You, of course" Krigpos said in his best innocent voice.

"A worthy topic indeed.”" 1akovitzes was noticeably smoother mounting than he had been back at
Opsikion. He used hislegs and the reinsto get his horse moving once more. Krispos and Mavros
followed him toward the city.

VII

"Hurry up, Krigpos! Aren't you ready yet?' lakovitzes said. "We don't want to be late, not to this affair.”

"No, excdlent gr," Krispos said. He had been ready for the best part of an hour. His master was the one



who kept taking off one robe and putting on another, agonizing over how big ahoop to wear in hisleft
ear and whether it should be gold or silver, bedeviling his servants about which scent to douse himself
with. Thisonce, Krigpos did not blame lakovitzes for fussiness. The Sevastokrator Petronas was giving
the evening'sfeedt.

"Come on, then," lakovitzes said now. A moment later, amost as an afterthought, he added, "Y ou look
quite well tonight. | don't think I've seen that robe before.”

"Thank you, excellent sir. No, | don't think you've seen it, either. | just bought it a couple of weeks ago.”

The garment in question was dark blue, and of fine soft woal. 1ts sober hue and plain cut were suited to a
man older and of higher station than Krigpos. Hed used afew of Tanilis goldpieces on clothes of that
sort. One of these days, he might need to be taken serioudy. Not looking like agroom could only help.

He rode half a pace behind lakovitzes and to his master's | eft. 1akovitzes swore whenever crosstraffic
made them dow and grew livid to see how crowded the plaza of Palamaswas. "Out of the way there,
you blundering oaf!" he screamed when he got stuck behind asmal man leading alarge mule. "1 have an
gppointment with the Sevastokrator.”

Cheeky as most of the folk who called Videssos the city home, the fellow retorted, "I don't careif you've
got an gppointment with Phos, pd. I'minfront of you and that'show | likeit."

After more curses, lakovitzes and Krigpos managed to swing around the muleteer. By then they were
near the western edge of the plaza of Palamas, past the great amphithesater, past the red granite obelisk of
the Milestone from which al distancesin the Empire were reckoned.

"Here, you see, excdlent sir, were dl right,” Krigoos said soothingly astraffic thinned out.

"l suppose s0." lakovitzes did not sound convinced, but Krigpos knew he was grumbling only because he
aways grumbled. The western edge of the plaza bordered on theimperid palaces, and no one entered
the paace digtrict without business there. Soon lakovitzes urged his horse up into atrot, and theninto a
canter.

"Where are we going?" Krispos asked, keeping pace.

"The Hal of the Nineteen Couches."

"The nineteen what?" Krigposwasn't sure held heard correctly.
"Couches," lakovitzes repested. "Why do they call it that?"

"Because up until maybe ahundred years ago, people at fancy feasts ate while they reclined instead of
gtting in chairs aswe do now. Don't ask me why they did that, because | couldn't tell you—to makeit
eader for them to spill things on their robes, | suppose. Anyway, there haven't been any couchesin there
for along time, but names have away of sticking."

They swung round a decorative stand of willows. Krispos saw scores of torches blazing in front of a
large square building, and People bustling around and going inside. "Isthat it?"

"That'sit." lakovitzes gauged the number of horses and sedan chairs off to one side of the hall. "Wereadl
right—not too early, but not late, either.”

Groomsin matched silken finery led avay his mount and Krigpos. Krigposfollowed his master up the
low, broad stairsto the Hall of the Nineteen Couches. "Pretty stone,” Krispos remarked as he got close



enough to make out detail in thetorchlight.

"Do you redly think s0?" lakovitzes said. "The green veining in the white marble dways reminds me of
one of those crumbly cheesesthat smell bad.”

"I hadn't thought of that," Krispos said, truthfully enough. He had to admit the comparison was apt. Even
50, he would not have made it himself. lakovitzes jaundiced outlook made him take some strange views
of theworld.

A sarvitor in raiment even more splendid than the grooms bowed low as |akovitzes cameto the
entrance, then turned and loudly announced, " The excellent lakovitzed "

Thus introduced, lakovitzes swaggered into the reception hall, aswell as he could swagger with alimp
that was till pronounced. Krispos, who was not nearly important enough to be worth introducing,
followed hismagter indde.

"lakovitzes!" Petronas hurried up to clasp the noble's hand. "That was a fine piece of work you did for
mein Opsikion. Y ou have my gratitude." The Sevastokrator made no effort to keep his voice down.
Heads turned to see whom he singled out for such public praise.

"Thank you, your Highness" lakovitzes said, visbly preening.

"Asl said, you're the one who has earned my thanks. Well done." Petronas started to walk away,
stopped. "Krigpos, isn't it?"

"Yes, your Imperia Highness," Krigpos said, surprised and impressed the Sevastokrator remembered his
name after one brief meeting amost ayear before.

"Thought s0." Petronas also seemed pleased with himself. He turned back to 1akovitzes. "Didn't you
bring another lad with you from Opsikion, too? Mavros, was that the name? Tanilis son, | mean.”

| akovitzes nodded. "As a matter of fact, | did.”

"Thought so," Petronas repested. "'Bring him dong one of these timeswhen were a afunction together, if
you could. I'd like to meet him. Besideswhich—" The Sevastokrator's smilewas cynica, "—his mother's
rich enough that | don't want to get her annoyed with me, and chatting him up can only help me with her.”

Petronas went off to greet other guests. lakovitzes gaze followed him. "He doesn't miss much,” the noble
mused, more to himsdlf than to Krispos. "I wonder which of my people told him about Mavros."
Whoever it was, Krigpos did not envy him if his master found him ouit.

Stll muttering to himsdlf, 1akovitzes headed for the wine. He plucked asilver goblet from the bed of
hoarded snow in which it rested, drained it and reached for another. Krispos took agoblet, too. He
spped from it as he walked over to atable piled high with appetizers. A couple of dices of boiled
eggplant and some pickled anchovies took the edge off his appetite. He was careful not to eat too much;
he wanted to be able to do justice to the supper that lay ahead.

"Y our moderation does you credit, young man,” someone said from behind him when he left the hors
d'oeuvres after only abrief stay.

"Y our pardon?' Krigposturned, swiftly added, "Holy sir. Most holy sir," he amended; the priest—or
rather prelate—who'd spoken to him wore shimmering cloth-of-gold with Phos sun picked out in blue
glk on hisleft breadt.



"Nothing, redlly,” the ecclesiagtic said. His sharp, foxy features reminded Krigpos of Petronas, though
they were less stern and heavy than the Sevastokrator's. He went on, "It'sjust that a an event like this,
where gluttony isthe rule, seeing anyone eschew it is a cause for wonderment and celebration.”

Hoping he'd guessed right about what "eschew" meant, Krispos answered, "All | planned wasto bea
glutton alittlelater." He explained why held gone easy on the appetizers.

"Oh, dear." The prelate threw back his head and laughed. "Well, young sir, | appreciate your candor.
That, believe me, iseven rarer at these events than moderation. | don't believe I've seen you before?' He

paused expectantly.
"My nameis Krispos, most holy sir. I'm one of lakovitzes grooms.”

"Pleased to meet you, Krigpos. Since | see my blue boots haven't given me away, let me introduce
mysdf, aswell: I'm called Gnatios."

Just as only the Avtokrator wore al-red boots, only one priest had the privilege of wearing al-blue ones.
Krisposredized with a start that he'd been making small talk with the ecumenical patriarch of the Empire
of Videssos. "M-mogt holy sir," he sammered, bowing. Even as he bent his head, though, hefdt arush
of pride—if only the villagers could see him now!

"No formality needed, not when I'm here to enjoy the good food, too," Gnatios said with an easy smile.
Then those foxy features suddenly grew very sharp indeed. "Krigpos? I've heard your name before after
al, I think. Something to do with the abbot Pyrrhos, wasn't it?"

"The abbot was kind enough to find me my place with lakovitzes, yes, most holy sir,” Krispos said.
"That'sal?" Gnatios perdasted.

"What else could there be?* Krispos knew perfectly well what ese; if Gnatios didn't, he was not about to
reved it for him.

"Who knowswhat else?" The patriarch's chuckle wasthin. "Where Pyrrhosisinvolved, any sort of
superstitious excess becomes not only possible but credible. Well, never mind, young man. Just because
something is credible, that doesn't necessarily make it true. Not necessarily. A pleasant evening to you.”

Gnatios shaven skull gleamed in the torchlight like one of the gilded domes atop Phos temple as he went
on hisway. Krispostook the rest of thewinein his cup at agulp, then went over to the great basin of
snow for another one. He was swesting in spite of the wine's chill. The patriarch, by the nature of his
office, was the Avtokrator's man. Had he boasted to Gnatios instead of sensibly keeping his mouth shut...
Hewondered if he would even have got back to Iakovitzes house safe and sound.

Little by little, the wine helped cam Krispos. Gnatios didn't seem to have taken serioudy whatever tales
he'd heard. Then aservant appeared at Krigpos elbow. "Are you | akovitzes groom?' he asked.

Krigpos heart jumped into hismouth. "Yes," he answered, readying himself to knock the man down and
flee

"Could you join your master, please?" thefdlow said. "Well be seating folk for dinner soon, and the two
of you will betogether.”

"Oh. Of course" Krigposfdt like giggling with relief as he scanned the Hall of the Nineteen Couchesfor
lakovitzes. He wished the noble were taller; he was hard to spot. Even though he had trouble seeing
lakovitzes, he soon heard him arguing with someone or other. He made hisway over to him.



Servants carried away the tables of gppetizers. Others brought out dining tables and chairs. Despite
guests getting in their way, they moved with practiced efficiency. Faster than Krigpos would have thought
possible, the hall was ready and the servants began guiding dinersto their seats.

"Thisway, excdlent gr, if you please," aservitor murmured to lakovitzes. He had to repesat himself
severd times; lakovitzes was driving home arhetorica point by jabbing aforefinger into the chest of a
man who had been rash enough to disagree with him. The noblefindly let himsdf listen. He and Krispos
followed the servant, who said, "Y ou have the honor of Sitting at the Sevastokrator'stable.”

To Krigpos, that said how much Petronas thought of the job lakovitzes had done at Opsikion. lakovitzes
merdly grunted, "I've had it before." His eyebrows rose as he neared the head table. "And up till now,
I've never had to share it with barbarians, either.”

Four Kubratoi, looking outlandish indeed in their shaggy furs, were dready &t the table. They'd quickly
emptied one pitcher of wine and were shouting for another. The servant said, "They are an embassy from
the new khagan Maomir and have ambassadors privileges.”

"Bah," was lakovitzes reply to that. "The one in the middle there, the big bruiser, you mean to tell me he's
an ambassador? He looks more like a hired killer." Krispos had aready noticed the man lakovitzes
meant. With his scarred, sullen face, wide shoulders, and enormous hands, he certainly resembled no
diplomat Krigpos had seen or imagined.

The servant answered, "As aproperly accredited member of the party from Kubrat, he cannot be
excluded from functionsto which hiscomrades are invited.” He lowered hisvoice. "1 will say, however,
that his principa area of prowess does appear to be wrestling, not reason.”

lakovitzes expression was eloquent, but a second glance at the enormous Kubrati made him keep to
himsdlf whatever remarks he thought of making.

The servant seated him and Krispos well away from the Kubratoi, only a couple of places from Petronas.
Krispos hoped the arriva of food would help quiet Maomir's envoys. It did help, but not much—it made
them talk with their mouths full. Trays came and went, bearing soup, prawns, partridges, and lamb. After
awhile Krigposlost track of the number of courses he'd eaten. He only knew he was replete.

When thelast candied apricots were gone, Petronas rose and lifted his goblet. "To the hedlth and long life
of hisImperid Mgesty the Avtokrator of the Videssans, Anthimos111!" he declared. Everyone drank the
toast. Petronas stayed on hisfeet. "And to the efforts of that clever and accomplished diplomat, the
excellent noble lakovitzes" Everyone drank again, thistime with a spattering of polite gpplause.

Flushed with pleasure at being toasted next after the Emperor, 1akovitzes stood up. "To hisImperia
Highnessthe Sevastokrator Petronas!”

Petronas bowed as the toast was drunk. He caught the eye of one of the Kubrati envoys. "To thelong
and peaceful reign of the great khagan Maomir, and to your own continued success, Gleb."

Gleb stood. Heraised hisgoblet. "I drink also to the hedlth of your Avtokrator,” he said, hisVidessan
dow but clear, even polished.

"Didn't think he had manners enough for that,” Iakovitzes said to Krigpos. From the murmurs of pleasure
that filled the hal, agood many other people were smilarly surprised.

Gleb did not sit down. "Since his Imperia Highness the Sevastokrator Petronas has only now deigned to
notice my lord the khagan Maomir and me—" Suddenly the Hall of the Nineteen Couches grew ill;



Krigpos wondered whether 1akovitzes joy wasworth the dight the Kubrati plainly felt, "—I now
propose atoast to remind him of the might of Kubrat. Thus| drink to the strength of my comrade here,
the famous and ferocious Beshev, who has begten every Videssan he hasfaced.”

Gleb drank. So did the other Kubratoi. Most of the imperiasin the hall kept their gobletsin front of
them.

"He goestoo farl" lakovitzes did not bother to speak softly. "1 know Kubratoi are conceited and
boastful, but this surpasses al due measure. He—"

Krigpos made hushing motions. The famous and ferocious Beshev was climbing to hisfeet. Asherose,
Krigpostook his measure. He was surely very strong, but how much quickness did he have? By the way
he moved, not agreat dedl. Indeed, if he was as dow as he seemed, Krispos wondered how he had won
al hismaches

Beshev held hisgoblet high. His Videss an was much more strongly accented than Gleb's, but il
understandable. "I drink to the spirit of the brave Stylianos, whose neck | broke in our fight, and to the
gpiritsof the other Videssans| will day in wrestlings yet to come.”

He drained the goblet. With a satisfied smirk, Gleb drank, too. Petronas stared at the men from Kubrat,
stony-faced. Angry shouts rang through the hall. None of them, though, Krispos noted, came from
anywhere close to Beshev. Not even lakovitzesfelt like affronting the Kubrati to hisface.

Krigposturned to his master. "L et me take him on!™

"Eh?What?' l1akovitzes frowned. As comprehension dawned, he looked to Beshev, back to Krispos,
and dowly shook his head. "No, Krispos. Bravely offered, but no. That barbarian may bea
musclebound hulk, but he knows what he's about. | don't care to lose you for no good purpose.” He put
his hand on Krigpos arm.

Krigpos shook it off. Y ou wouldn't lose me to no good purpose,” he said, angry now at lakovitzes as
well asthe arrogant Kubrati. "And | know what I'm about, too. If you doubt it, remember how | handled
Barsesand Méeetiosayear and ahalf ago. | learned wrestling back in my village, from a veteran of the

imperid army.”

lakovitzes |ooked a Beshev again. "That barbarian is as big as Barses and Méeletios put together,” he
sad, but now histone was doubtful. "Are you redly sure you can beat him?"

"Of course I'm not sure, but | think | have a chance. Do you want this banquet remembered for your
sake, or just asthe time when the Kubratoi bragged and got away with it?

"Hmm." 1akovitzes plucked at the waxed ends of his mustache as he thought. With abrupt decison, he
got to hisfeet. "All right, you'll get your chance. Come on—Ilet'stak to Petronas.”

The Sevastokrator turned around in his chair as lakovitzes and Krispos came up behind him. "What is
it?" he growled; Gleb and Beshev had taken thejoy out of the evening for him.

"I have here, lord, aman who, if you cal on him, would wrestle with thisfamous—" |akovitzes|oaded
the word with scorn, "—Kubrati. For hisboasting isa great disgrace to us Videssians, it would grow
even worseif he returned to Kubrat unbeaten.”

"That istrue enough. The Kubratoi are quitefull of false pretensonsasitis,” Petronas said. He studied
Krigpos with an officer's experienced eye. "Maybe, just maybe," he said to himself, and dowly rose. He
waited for silence, then lifted his goblet above hishead. "1 drink to the courage of the bold Krispos, who



will show Beshev thefolly of hisinsolence.

The slence held amoment longer, then suddenly the Hall of the Nineteen Coucheswasfull of shouts:
"Krigpod" "Krigood" "Hurrah for Krigpod" "Kill the barbarian!” "Hatten him!" " Stomp him!" "Beat him

toapulp!" "Krispod"

The sound of hisname loud in ahundred throats tingled through Krispos veinslike wine. Hefelt strong
enough to beat a dozen Kubratoi at the sametime, |et alone the one he was about to face. He sent a
chdlenging stare toward Beshev.

The look the wrestler gave back was so cold and empty that it froze Krispos excitement. To Beshev, he
was just another body to break. Without aword, the Kubrati got to hisfeet and began taking off his
clothes.

Krigpos pulled hisrobe over hishead and tossed it asde. Hetook off histhin undertunic, leaving himsalf
inlinen drawers and sandds. He heard awoman sigh. That made him smile as he unbuckled the sandals.

The smile faded when he glanced over at Beshev. He wastdler than the Kubrati, but he saw hisfoe
outweighed him. And none of Beshev's bulk wasfat; by the look of hishuge, hard muscles, he might have
been carved from stone.

Petronas had been shouting orders while Krispos and Beshev stripped. Servants scurried to shove tables
aside and clear an open space in the center of the Hall of the Nineteen Couches. The two wrestlers
walked toward it. Krispos studied the way Beshev moved. He still did not seem quick. He'd better not
be, Krisposthought, or he'll break my neck just like Sylianos.

He went through his own private wrestling match to put that thought down. Fear could cost him the fight,
sure as hisfoe's strength. He took severa deep breaths and concentrated on the fedl of the cool, dick
marble under hisfeet.

Slick ... He turned back to Petronas. "Highness, could you have them strew some sand out there? |
wouldn't want this affair decided on adip." Especially not if | make it, he thought.

The Sevastokrator looked a question at Beshev, who nodded. At Petronas command, four servants
hurried away. Both wrestlers stood around and waited until the men returned, lugging two large tubs of
sand. They dumped it out and spread it about with brooms.

When they were done, Krispos and Beshev took their places at opposite ends of the cleared space.
Beshev's great hands opened and closed as he stared. Krisposfolded his arms across his chest and
stared back, doing his best to look contemptuous.

"Areyou both ready?' Petronas asked loudly. He swung down hisarm. "Wrestle!"

The two men did toward one another, each crouched low with arms outstretched. Krispos feinted at
Beshev'sleg. The Kubrati knocked his hand aside. That first touch warned Krispos Beshev was as
strong as he looked.

They circled, eyesflicking to feet, to hands, and back to eyes again. Beshev sprang forward. He knew
what he was about; nothing gave away the move before he madeit. All the same, Krigpos ducked under
his grasping hands and spun behind him. He grabbed Beshev by thewaist and tried to throw him down.

Beshev, though, was too squat and heavy to be thrown. He seized Krigpos forearms, then flung himsdlf
backward. Krigpos twisted so they landed side by side instead of with Beshev on top. They grappled,
broke away from each other, scrambled to their feet, and grappled again.



Beshev had an uncanny ability to dip holds. Every time Krigpos thought he was about to throw hisfoe,
the Kubrati managed to break free. It wasamogt asif his skin were diled, though it did not fed dick to
Krispos. He shook his head, baffled and frustrated. Beshev seemed to have tricks old Idalkos had never
heard of.

Fortunately, the hulking Kubrati also found Krigpos difficult. They stood panting and glaring a each other
after apassage where Beshev somehow escaped from awristlock Krispos knew he'd set well and truly,
and where amoment later only adesperate jerk of hishead kept Beshev from gouging out an eye.

The brief rest let Krigpos notice the din that filled the Hall of the Nineteen Couches. While he fought, the
crowd'sydls had smply washed over him. Now he heard | akovitzes screaming for him to maim Beshev;
heard Petronas calls of encouragement; heard dozens of people he did not know, al crying out for him.
The shouts helped restore his spirits and made him eager once more.

No one shouted for Beshev. Gleb and the other Kubratoi stood at the edge of the cleared space and
watched their man wrestle, but they did not cheer him on. Gleb's face was amask of concentration; his
hands, which he held infront of his chest, twitched and wiggled asif with alife of their own.

Somewhere long ago Krispos had seen handsjerk like that. He had no time to grope for the
memory—Beshev thundered down on him like an avalanche. The Kubrati needed no cheersto spur him
on. Krigpos dove to one side; Beshev snagged him by an ankle and hauled him back.

Beshev was dow. But once he got agrip, that mattered less. Krigpos kicked him in the ribswith hisfree
leg. Beshev only grunted. He did not let go. And when Krispostried to lay hold of the Kubrati'sarm, his
hendsdid off it.

Since Krigpos could not tear free, he went with Beshev's hold and let hisfoe pull him close. He butted
the Kubrati under the chin. Beshev's head snapped back. His grip dackened, only for an ingtant, but long

enough to let Krigpos escape.

Panting, he scrambled to hisfeet. Beshev aso rose. He must have bitten histongue; blood ran into his
beard from the corner of his mouth. He scowled at Krispos. From just behind him, so did Gleb. Gleb's
handswere il twitching.

Whose hands had writhed so? Krispos shifted hisweight, and remembered how it shifted at every step
up on the hide platform during the ransom ceremony that had set him on the path to this moment. On the
platform with him had been lakovitzes, Pyrrhos, Omurtag—and Omurtag's enaree.

When the shaman checked the quality of lakovitzes gold, his hands had moved as Gleb's moved now.
So Gleb was working some minor magic, was he? Krigpos lips skinned back from histegthin afierce
grin. Hewould have bet al the gold Tanilis had given him that he knew just what kind. No wonder he
hadn't been able to get a decent hold on Beshev al night long!

Krigpos stopped, picking up a handful of the sand the servants had strewn about. With a shout, he
rushed at Beshev. The Kubrati sprang forward, too. But Krispos was quicker. He twisted past Beshev
and threw the sand full in Gleb'sface.

Gleb screeched and whirled away, frantically knuckling hiseyes. "Sorry. An accident,” Krispos said,
grinning sill. He spun back toward Beshev.

The brief ook of surprise and dismay on his foe's face told Krispos his guess had been good. Then
Beshev's eyes grew cold once more. Even without sorcerous aid, he remained large, skilled, and
immensely strong. The match still had along way to go.



They grappled again. Krisposlet out awhoop of glee. Now Beshev's skin was just skin—dlick with
swest, yes, but not preternaturally so. When Krispos grabbed him, he stayed grabbed.

And when he hooked hisleg behind Beshev's and pushed, Beshev went over it and down.

The Kubrati was awrestler, though. Hetried to twist while falling, as Krispos had before. Krigpos
gprang onto his back. Beshev levered himsdlf up on hisgreat arms. Krisposjerked them out from under
him. Beshev went down flat on the sandy floor.

Hetried to get up again. Krispos seized agreat hank of greasy hair and dammed Beshev'sfaceinto the
marble under the sand. Beshev groaned, then made one more effort to rise. Krigpos smashed him down
again. "For Stylianod" he shouted. Beshev lay ill.

Krigpos climbed wearily to hisfeet. He fdt the cheers of the crowd more than he heard them. lakovitzes
rushed up and kissed him, half on the cheek, haf on the mouth. He did not even mind.

Something hit him in the hedl. He whirled in shock—could Beshev want more? He was sure held
battered the Kubrati into unconsciousness. But no, Beshev till had not moved. Instead, agoldpiece lay
by Krispos foot. A moment later, another one kicked up sand close by.

"Pick 'em up, fool!" lakovitzes hissed. "They're throwing 'em for you."

Krispos gtarted to bend down, then stopped. Was this how he wanted these nobles to remember him,
scrambling for their coinslike adog chasing athrown stick? He shook his head and straightened. |
fought for Videssos, not for gold,” he said.

The cheers got louder. No onein the Hall of the Nineteen Couches knew why Krispos smiled so widely.
Without the stake from Tanilis, he could never have afforded such agrand gesture.

He brushed at himsdlf, knocking off as much sand as he could. "I'm going to put my robe back on,” he
said and walked out through the crowd. Men and women clasped his hands, touched him on thearm,
and patted his back as he went by. Then they turned to jeer the Kubrati envoyswho cameinto the open
gpace to drag away their fallen champion.

Theworld briefly disgppeared as Krispos pulled the robe on over his head. When he could see again, he
found Petronas standing in front of him. He started to bow. The Sevastokrator raised ahand. "No
formality needed, not after so handsome avictory,” he said. "I hope you will not object if | chooseto
reward you, Krigpos, so long as—" He let amusement touch hiseyes, "—it isnot in gold.”

"How could | refuse?’ Krigpos said. "Wouldn't that be—what do they cdll it?—lese mgesty?'

"No, for | am not the Avtokrator, only his servant,” Petronas said with aperfectly straight face. "But tell
me, how were you able to overthrow the savage Kubrati who had beaten al our best?!

"He likely had some help from that Gleb." Krigpos explained how he knew, or thought he knew, what
Gleb had been up to. Hewent on, "So | figured | would see how well Beshev fought without him making
thosetiny little Kubrati-style passes, and the big fellow was alot easer to handle after that.”

Petronas scowled. " Gleb aways fidgets that way when were dickering, aswell. Do you suppose he's
trying to ensorcd me?"

"You'd be able to guess that better than | could,” Krigpos said. "Could it hurt, though, to have awizard of
your own there the next time you talk with him?"



"It could not hurt a al, and | will doit," Petronas declared. "By the lord with the great and good mind, |
wondered why | said yesto some of those proposal s the Kubrati set before me. Now perhaps | know,
and now | have two reasonsto reward you, for you have done me two services this night.”

"| thank you." Krigpos did bow thistime, and deeply. As he straightened, hisface boready grin. "And |
thank you."

Petronas started to answer, then checked himsdlf. He gave Krispos along, considering look. " So you
have aworking wit, do you, to go aong with your strength? That's worth knowing." Before Krispos
could reply, the Sevastokrator turned away from him and called to the servants. "Wine! Winefor
everyone, and let no one's cup be empty the rest of the night! We have avictory to celebrate, and a
victor. To Krigpos!"

The Videssian lords and ladies rased goblets high. "To Krispos!”

Krigpos plied the currycomb with arhythm that matched the dull pounding in his head. The warm, smelly
stuffiness of the stables did nothing to help his hangover, but for once he did not mind headache or sour
stomach. They reminded him that, though he was back to the down-to-earth routine of hisjob, the night
before had redly happened.

Not far away, Mavros whistled while he plied the shovd . Krisposlaughed softly. Anything more
down-to-earth than shoveling horse manure was hard to image. "Mavros?' he said.

The shove paused. "What isit?'

"How come afancy young noble like you doesn't mind mucking out the stables? I've shoveled plenty,
here and back in my village with the goats and cows and sheep and pigs, but | never enjoyed it.”

"To the ice with goats and cows and sheep and pigs. These are horses," Mavros said, asif that explained
everything.

Maybe it even did, Krigpos thought. lakovitzes didn't mind working up a swest in the stables, but
Krigpos could not picture him having anything to do with a pigsty. He shook his head. To anyone
farm-bred like him, livestock was livestock. Getting sentimental about it was aluxury he hadn't been able
to afford.

Such mostly pointless musing helped him get through the quarter of an hour he needed to finish bringing
the coat of the mare he was working on to an even glow. Satisfied at last, he patted her on the muzzle
and went on to the next dll.

Hed just started in when he head someone come into the stable. "Krigpos! Mavros" Gomaris called.
"What?' Krigpos said, curious. lakovitzes steward hardly ever came back where the grooms labored.
"The master wants the two of you, right now," Gomaris said.

Krigposlooked at Mavros. They both shrugged. "Beats working," Mavros said. "But | hope hell give me
afew minutes to wash and change clothes." He held hisnose. "I'm not what you call presentable.”

"Right now," Gomaris repested.
"Wel, dl right,” Mavros said, shrugging again. "On hisfloorsbeit."



AsKrigpos followed Gomaris up to the house, he wondered what was going on. Something out of the
ordinary, obvioudy. He didn't think he wasin trouble, not if lakovitzes wanted to see Mavras, too.
Unless—had lakovitzeslearned more of his connection with Tanilis, or of what she'd seen? But how
could he have, herein the city when he hadn't in Opsikion?

A gray-haired man Krispos had not met was waiting with lakovitzes. "Here they are, Eroulos, in all
their—" lakovitzes paused for an ogtentatious sniff, "—splendor.” He turned to hisgrooms. "Eroulosis
steward of the household of his Imperid Highnessthe Sevastokrator Petronas.”

Krigpos bowed low. "Excdlent sir,” he murmured.
Mavros bowed even lower. "How may we serve you, eminent Sir?"

"You will not serve me, but rather the Sevastokrator,”" Eroulos answered at once. He was il straight
and dert, with the competent air Krispos would have expected from one of Petronas aides. He went on,
"His Imperia Highness promised you areward for your courage last night, Krispos. He has chosen to
appoint you chief groom of his stables. Y ou, Mavros, are bidden to come to the palaces, aswell, out of
the respect the Sevastokrator bears for your mother.”

While Krigpos and Mavros gaped, lakovitzes said gruffly, ™Y ou should both know | wouldn't permit such
araid on my gtaff from anyone less than Petronas. Even from him, | resent it. That's awaste of time,
though; what the Sevastokrator wants, he gets. So go on, and show him and hisfolk what kind of people
come from thishouse." That was lakovitzesto the core, Krisposthought: askind afarewell asthe noble
had in him, mixed with bragging and sdlf-promation.

Then Krispos stopped worrying about what suddenly seemed the past. Going to the household of the
Sevastokrator! He fet like shouting. He made himself stay calm. "Could we have alittle timeto pack our

belongings?"
"And bathe?' Mavros added plaintively.

Eroulos unbent enough to smile. "l expect so. If | send aman for you tomorrow morning, will that be dl
right?’

"Yes, eminent Sr."
"That would befine, excdlent 5ir."

"Until tomorrow, then." Eroulos rose, bowed to lakovitzes. " Always a pleasure to see you, excdllent Sir.”
He nodded to Gomaris. "If you will be so kind asto show me out?"

When Eroulos had gone, 1akovitzes said, "I trust neither of you young gentlemen, now having risen
higher, will forget whose house was hisfirg inthe city.”

"Of course not,” Krigpos answered, while Mavros shook his head. Krigpos heard something new in
lakovitzes voice. All a once, his master—or rather, he thought dizzily, hisformer master—spoketo him
asto aperson of consegquence instead of taking his obedience for granted. lakovitzes never wasted
respect where it was not needed. That he gave it now was Krispos surest sgn of what Eroulos vist
meant.

The news of that visit had reached the grooms quarters by the time Krigpos and Mavros got back there.
The other grooms waylaid them with agrest jar of wine. Krigpos did not start packing until late that night.
Hefinished quickly—he did not have alot to pack—and fell sdeways across his bed.



"Y ou can throw that sack onto one of my horses, if you like," Mavros said the next morning.

"They'reloaded enough aready, thanks. | can manage." But for the spear held brought to the city from
hisvillage, everything Krispos owned fit into alarge knapsack. He paced back and forth with the sack
dung over his shoulder. "So whereisthis man of Petronas?’

"Probably in atavern, drinking his breakfast. When you're the Sevastokrator's man, who this side of the
Emperor isgoing to complain that you're late?’

"No one, | suppose.” Krispos kept pacing.

The promised servant did show up alittlelater. "May | carry that for you?' he asked, pointing to Krispos
knapsack. He seemed surprised when Krigpos turned him down. With a shrug, he said, "Follow me,
then."

He led Krigpos and Mavros through the plaza of Palamas and into the palace quarter. The palaces,
Krigpos discovered, were a secret city unto themselves, with rows of carefully planted trees screening
buildings from one another. He soon found himself in a part of the quarter he had never seen before.
"What's that building over there, the one by the cherry trees?' he asked.

"Nothing for the likes of you to worry about—or me, either, cometo that,” the fellow answered, grinning.
"That's the Avtokrator's private residence, that is, and his Imperia Mgesty has his own imperid servants,
believe you me. They think they're better'n anyone else, too. Of course,”" he went on after abrief pause,
"most of 'em are eunuchs, 0 | suppose they have to have something to be proud of .

"Eunuchs." Krisposwet hislips. HEd seen eunuchs afew times here in the city, plodding plumply about
their errands. They made him shiver; more than once, unbuttoning hisfly or Pulling up hisrobeto relieve
himsdlf, he'd thanked Phos he was awhole man. "Why eunuchs?’

The Sevastokrator's man chuckled to hear such naivete. "For one thing, they can't go plotting to make
themselves Avtokrator—having no stones disbars 'em. For another, who better to trust to serve the
Emperor'swife?’

"Nobody, | suppose.” What the servant said made sense. All the same, Krispos fingered histhick, dark,
curly beard, gladder than glad he could grow it.

The servitor led Mavrosto abuilding not far from the Emperor's private chambers. ™Y oull be quartered
here, with Petronas other spatharioi. Find an empty suite and get yoursaf comfortable there.”

"So I'm to be a spatharios, an 1?7* Mavros said. "Well, there are spatharioi and then there are spatharioi,
if you know what | mean. Which sort does Petronas have in mind for meto be, useful or just
decorative?'

"Whichever sort you make yourself into, | expect,” the servant answered. "I'll tell you this, though, for
whatever you think it'sworth: Petronas isn't ashamed to get his own hands dirty when he needsto.”

"Good. Neither am 1." When Mavros grinned, he looked even younger than heredly was. "And if you
doubt me, ask your Eroulos how | smelled when he cameto lakovitzes yesterday."

"Will | stay here, too?" Krispos asked.

"Eh?No. You comeonwith me" Petronas man said.



With aquick wave to Mavros, Krispos obeyed. The servant took him to one of the larger and more
splendid buildings in the palace complex. It made three Sides of asquare, closely enclosing ayard full of
close-trimmed shrubberies.

"The Grand Courtroom," the servant explained. "His Imperiad Highnessthe Sevastokrator lives herein the
wing we're going toward so he can beright at hand if anything comes up that he needsto deal with.”

"l see," Krigpos said dowly. Anthimos residence, on the other hand, was well away from the courtroom.
Petronas, Krispos decided, missed very little. Then something el se struck him. He stopped. "Wait. Are
you saying the Sevastokrator wants meto live here, too?"

"Them'sthe orders| have." The servant gave an it's-not-my-problem shrug.

"Thisisfiner than | expected,” Krigpos said as Petronas man led him to the Grand Courtroom. He
stopped the fellow again. "Where are the stables? If I'm going to be chief groom, don't you think | should
know how to get to my work?"

"Maybe, and then maybe not." The servant looked him up and down. "Hope you don't mind my saying it,
but you strike me as atrifle ... raw ... to be chief groom when some of the men in the stables have been
there likely since before your father was born.”

"No doubt you're right, but that doesn't mean | can't put my hand to it. Or would Petronas want meto be
adrone, any more than he would Mavros?'

Now the Sevastokrator's man stopped of his own accord. Helooked at Krispos again, thistime
thoughtfully. "Mmm, maybe not, not if you don't careto be." He told Krispos how to get to the stables.
"But fird let's get you settled in here.”

Krigpos could not argue with that. The servant led him up astairway. A couple of armed guardsin mail
shirtsleaned againgt the first doorway they passed. "Thiswhole floor belongsto hisImperid Highness"
the servitor explained. Y ou want the next one up.”

The story above the Sevastokrator's quarters was broken up into gpartments. By the spacing of the
doors, the one assigned to Krispos was among the smallest. All the same, it had both aliving room and a
bedroom. Though he did not say so, that enormoudy impressed Krispos. Hed never had more than one
room to himsdlf before.

The apartment aso boasted both a large bureau and a closet. The storage space swallowed Krispos
knapsack-worth of belongings. He tossed his spear on the bed, locked the door behind , him, and went
down the gtairs. The bright sun outside made him blink. He looked thisway and that, trying to get his
bearings. That long, low brick building behind the stand of willows should have been the stables, if held
understood Petronas man.

He waked toward the building. Soon both sound and smell told him he was right. The willows, though,
had helped conced the size of the stables. They dwarfed lakovitzes and Tanilis put together. Someone
saw Krigpos coming and dashed into the building. He nodded to himsalf. He might have known that

would happen.

By thetime hisfeet crunched on the straw-strewn stable floor, the grooms and farriers and boys were
gathered and waiting for him. He scanned their faces and saw resentment, fear, curiosity.

"Believeme," he said, "my being here surprises me as much asit does you.”

That won him a couple of smiles, but most of the stable hands still stood quietly, armsfolded acrosstheir



chests, wanting to learn how he would go on. He thought for amoment. "I didn't ask for thisjob. It got
handed to me, o I'm going to do it the best way | can. A good many of you know more about horses
than | do. | wouldn't think of saying you don't. Y ou al know more about the Sevastokrator's horses than
| do. | hopeyoull hep me.”

"What if we don't careto?' growled one of the men, atough-looking fellow afew years older than
Krispos.

"If you go on doing what you're supposed to do, | don't mind,” Krispos said. "That helps me, too. But if
you try to make things hard for me on purpose, | won' like it—and neither will you." He pointed to a
bruise under one eye. "Y ou must have heard why Petronastook meinto his service. After Beshev, | think
| can handle mysdlf with just about anybody. But | didn't come hereto fight. | will if | haveto, but | don't
want to. I'd sooner work."

Now he waited to see how the stable hands would respond. They muttered among themselves. The
tough-looking groom took a step toward him. He set himsdlf. A smaller, gray-bearded man put ahand
on the groom'sarm. "No, hold on, Onorios," he said. "He soundsfair enough. Let'sfind out if he means
what he says."

Onorios grunted. "All right, Stotzas, Sinceit's you who's asking." He scowled at Krispos. "But what do
you want to bet that inside amonth'stime he doesn't bother setting foot in here? Hell collect the pay you
deserve more and helll stay in the Grand Courtroom soaking up wine with the rest of that lot there."

"I'll take that bet, Onorios," Krispos said sharply. "At the end of amonth—or two, or three, if you'd
rather—l oser buys the winner dl he can drink. What do you say?"

"By the good god, you're on." Onorios stuck out his hand. Krispostook it. They squeezed until they both
winced. When they let go, each of them opened and closed hisfist severa timesto work the blood back
in.

Krispossaid, "Stotzas, will you show me around, please?" If the senior groom was willing not to despise
him on sight, he would do his best to stay on Stotzas good side.

Stotzas showed him the Sevastokrator's parade horse. "Pretty, isn't he? Too bad he couldn't catch a
tortoise with aten-yard start." Then hiswar horse. " Stay away from his hooves—he's trained to lash ouit.
Maybe you should start giving him apples, so he getsto know you." Then the beasts Petronas took
hunting, mares, a couple of retired stalions and geldings, up-and-coming colts—so many animasin dl
that Krispos knew he would not be able to remember every one.

By the time the tour was nearly done, Stotzas and Krisposwere at the far end of the stables, well away
from the other hands. The graybeard gave Krispos asidelong look. "Think you can handleit?' he asked,
hisvoicedy.

"I'll try. What more can | say right now? 1 only wish you could tell me about the people the same way
you did about the horses.”

Stotzas shoulders shook. After amoment, Krispos realized the groom was laughing. "Ah, so you're not
just ayoung fool with more muscles than he needs. | hoped you weren't. Aye, the peoplell drive you
madder than the beasts any day, but if you keep ‘em happy and keep ‘em tending to their jobs, thingsl|
run smooth enough. If you have that trick, sonny, you'l do right well for yoursdlf."

"I hopel do." Krigpos met Stotzas eyes. "I hope you'll help me, too."



"Won't stand in your road, anyhow," Stotzas said after abrief, thoughtful pause. "Any youngster who
admits he don't know everything there isto know isworth taking a chance on, you ask me. And you
handled Onorios pretty well. Reckon helll be buying you wine amonth from now instead of the other way
round.”"

"That hewill," Krispos promised.

"Wdll, let's head back," Stotzas said. Asthey waked down the center aide of the stable toward the knot
of expectantly waiting hands, the senior groom raised hisvoice alittle to ask, " So what do you think we
ought to do about that hunter with the sore shins?!

"Y ou've been reting him, you said, and putting cold compresses on hislegs?' Krispos waited for
Stotzas nod, then went on, "He doesn't look too bad. If you keep up with what you're doing for afew
more days, then gart exercisng him on soft ground, he should do dll right.”

Neither of them let on that they'd quietly talked about the horse's problem in front of its stall. Stotzas
rubbed his chin, nodded sagely. "Good advice, sr. Well takeit, | expect." He turned to the crowd of
gable hands. "Hell do."

Alliesmade life easer, Krigpos thought.

For the next severd weeks, Krispos spent most of hiswaking hoursin the stables. He learned more
about horsemanship than held ever known, and more about the sometimes related art of guiding men, as
well. When he collected his bet from Onorios, he made a point of aso buying wine for the burly groom.
After they drank together, Onorios hurried to do whatever Krispos needed and did it gladly. Stotzas said
nothing, but aglint of amusement showed in hiseyesoncein awhile.

Because he was working so hard, Krigpos needed awhile to notice how hislife had changed since he
moved to his apartment in the Grand Courtroom. At lakovitzes, held been a servant. Here he had
servants of hisown. Hisbed linen was dways clean; his clothes seemed to wash themselves asif by
magic and reappear, spotless, in his closet.

He aso learned that any small vauables he left out might disappear, asif by magic. Hewas glad held
hidden Tanilis gift behind a piece of molding held loosened. Every so often, he would move the smal
cabinet hed put in front of the loose place and add more money to his store. He lived frugally. Hewas
too busy to do anything else.

He was about to go to degp one warm summer night when someone tapped on his door. He scratched
his head. His acquaintance with the officials and courtierswho lived in the other apartments down this hall
was nodding at best; he'd been at the stables too much to get to know them well. "Whoisit?" he called.

"Eroulos.

"Oh!" Krigpos had not seen Petronas steward since the day he cameto lakovitzes house for him. After
hastily throwing histunic back on, he unbarred the door. "Comein!"

"No, you come out with me," Eroulos said. "1 am bidden to bring you downstairs to the Sevastokrator.
HisImperiad Highnessisentertaining ... aguest. Hewould like to have him meet you."

"A guest?'

"Youll seefor yoursdf soon enough. Come dong, if you please.”



Krigposfollowed Eroulos down the hal and down the sairs. Petronas guards gave the steward and him
athorough patting down at the doorway to the Sevastokrator's suite. Krigpos let himsalf be searched
without complaint; after all, he had never passed through this entrance before. But he was surprised
Eroulos got the same treatment. If Petronas did not trust his own steward, whom did he trust? Maybe no
one, Krigpos thought.

Findly, nodding, the guards stood aside. One of them opened the door. Eroulos waved Krisposin ahead
of him. Krigpos had wondered how the Sevastokrator lived. What he saw reminded him of Tanilis villa a
mix of great wealth and quiet good taste.

Anicon of Phos arrested his eye. Respect for both the good god and the artist made him sketch the
sun-sign over his heart; held never seen Phos portrayed with such perfectly mingled sternness and
kindness. Eroulosfollowed hisgaze. "That istheimage, they say, after which the Phosin the dome of the
High Templeismodeled,” the seward remarked.

"I canwell believeit,” Krispos said. Even after hed walked by, he had the uneasy fedling the god in the
icon was4till looking a him.

"Hereweare," Eroulos said at length, halting before adoor inlaid with lacy vines of gold and ivory. He
tapped at it. For amoment, the two voices coming through it did not pause. One was Petronas. The
other sounded lighter, younger. Eroulos tapped again. "All right, al right,” Petronas growled.

The steward swung the door open. It moved silently, on well-greased hinges. "Here is Krispos, your
Highness™

"Good." The Sevastokrator turned to the man sitting acrossasmall table from him. "Well, nephew, |
suppose the argument can wait afew minutes before we pick it up again. Y ou wanted to see the fellow
who overthrew the famous Beshev and sent Gleb back to Kubrat less high and mighty than he came
here. ThisisKrigpos."

Petronas nephew! Krispos bowed low before the younger man, then went to his knees and down flat on
hisbelly. "Your Mgesty," he whispered.

"Up, up! How can | shake your hand when you're lying there?* Anthimos I11, Avtokrator of the
Videssans, waited impatiently while Krispos scrambled to hisfeet. Then he did ashéd said, giving
Krigpos hand severd enthusiastic pumps. Nothing could be more boring than listening to the Kubratoi
going on about how wonderful they are. Thanksto you, we don't haveto for awhile. | amin your debt,
which means, of course, that all Videssosisin your debt.” He cocked his head and grinned at Krispos.

Krigposfound himself grinning back; Anthimaos dightly lopsided smilewasinfectious. "Thank you, your
Magesty," he said. For the moment, he was an awestruck peasant again. No matter what Tanilis might
have foreseen, abig part of him had never really imagined he would fed the Emperor's flesh pressing his
own, be close enough to smell wine on the Emperor's bregth.

"Nephew, you might want to present Krispos with some tangible token of your gratitude,” Petronas said
smooathly.

"What? Oh. Yes, s0 | might. Here you are, Krigpos." He chuckled as he pulled a golden chain from
around hisneck and put it over Krigpos head. "1 do gpologize. Having the imperid treasury to play with,
I'm apt to forget that other people don't.”

"You'revery generous, your Mgesty," Krispos said, fedling the weight of the meta on hisshoulders. "A
poor man could feed himsdlf and hisfamily for along timewith so much gold.”



"Could he? Well, | hope you're not apoor man, Krispos, and that my uncle is doing a satisfactory job of
feeding you."

"Krigposis making avaued place for himself here as chief groom," Petronas said. "He might have treated
the post asasinecure, and the same gratitude you fed toward him, nephew, would have compelled meto
let himretain it dl the same. But he has plunged in, instead; indeed, hisworking with such diligenceisthe
chief reason | have not been able to present him to you before—I seldom find him away from the
dables™

"Good for him," Anthimos said. "A spot of work never hurt anyone.”

Krigpos wondered what Anthimaos knew about work—aby the ook of him, not much. Though hisfeatures
proclaimed him Petronas close kin, they lacked the hard purpose that informed the Sevastokrator's face.
That was not just youth, either; had Anthimos been Petronas age rather than Krigpos, he still would have
looked indolent. Krispos could not decide what to make of him. He'd never known anyone who could
afford the luxury of indolence except Tanilis and Petronas, and they did not indulgeit.

Petronas said, "Wine, Krispos?'
"Y es, thank you."

The Sevastokrator poured for him. "For me once more, aswell, please," Anthimos said. Petronas
handed him acup, aswell. He tossed the wine down and held out the cup for arefill. Petronas poured
again, and then again amoment later. He took occasiona sipsfrom hisown cup, asdid Krispos. They
did not come close to emptying theirs.

The next time the Avtokrator held out his cup to his uncle, wine dopped over the rim and down onto his
fingerswhen he pulled it back. He licked them off. "Sorry," he said with adightly unfocused smile.

"No matter, your Mgesty,” hisuncle answered. "Now, if wemay pick up the discussion in which we
were engaged when Krispos camein, | till respectfully urge you to set your signature to the order | sent
you last week for the construction of two new fortressesin the far southwest.”

"l don't know that | want to Signit." Anthimos stuck out hislower lip. " Skombros says they probably
won't ever be needed, because the southwest isavery quiet frontier.”

"Skombros!" Petronas lost some of the air of urbanity Krispos had dways seen from him before. He did
not try to hide his contempt as he went on, "Frankly, | can't imagine why you even think of listening to
your vestiarios on these matters. What a eunuch chamberlain knows of the proper placement of
fortresses would fit into the ballocks he does not have. By the good god, nephew, you'd be better
advised asking Krispos here what he thinks of the whole business. At least he's seen more of theworld
than the insde of the palaces.

"All right, I will," Anthimos said. "What do you think of the whole business, Krigpos?"

"Me?" Krigpos amogt spilled his own wine. Drinking with the Sevastokrator and Avtokrator made him
fed proud and important. Getting into the middle of their argument was something el se again, something
terrifying. He was dl too conscious of Petronas gaze on him as he picked hiswords with the greatest of
care. "In matters of war, | think | would sooner rely on awarrior's judgment.”

"Do you recognize plain truth when you hear it, Anthimos?' Petronas demanded.

The Avtokrator rubbed his chin. Thetip of hisbeard waswaxed to a point. Sounding faintly surprised, he
sad, "Yes, that issengble, isntit? Very wdl, Uncle, I'll Sign your precious order.”



"You will? Excellent!" Petronas sprang to hisfeet and dapped Krispos on the back hard enough to
stagger him. "There's another present you'll have from me, Krispos, and another one you've earned, too."

"Your Highnessisvery kind," Krispossaid. "l reward good service," Petronas said. "Don't forget that, |
aso reward the other kind, asit deserves. Don't forget that, either. Now run along, why don't you? Y ou'll
just be bored if you hang about longer.”

"Good to meet you, Krispos," Anthimos said as Krispos bowed hisway out. Even haf sozzled, the
Avtokrator had acharming smile.

Petronas voice came clearly through the door Krispos closed behind him: "There, you see, Anthimos?
That groom has a better notion of what needs doing than your precious vestiarios.” The Sevastokrator
paused. His voice turned musing. "By Phos, so he does—"

"Here, I'll show you out,” Eroulos said. Krigpos jumped. He hadn't heard the steward come up behind
him.

"The Emperor. You didn't tell me you were taking me to see the Emperor,” Krispos said accusingly as
Eroulostook him past the guards.

"l wastold not to. The Sevastokrator wanted to see how you would react.” Eroulos started up the stairs
with Krispos. "Truly, though, you should not have been surprised. Petronas once ruled for the
Avtokrator, and till rules—with him."

Krigpos caught the tiny pause. Through him, Eroulos had started to say. But aman discreet enough to
be the Sevastokrator's steward was too discreet to say such things aoud.

Something else turned Krispos thoughts aside. "Why did he want to see how I'd react?"

"I do not presume to speak for his Imperial Highness," Eroulos answered discreetly. "Would you not
think it wise, though, to learn what you can of the quality of men who serve you, not least those you
appoint to respons ble posts on brief acquaintance?!

That means me, Krisposredized. By then, he and Eroulos were a his door. He nodded thoughtfully as
he went ingde. Taniliswould have done the same sort of thing. And if Petronas thought like
Tanilis—Krigpos could find no higher compliment to pay the Sevastokrator's wits.

Taniliswould never have forgotten a promised reward. Nor did Petronas. More, he gaveit to Krispos
publicly, coming to the stables to present him with a dagger whaose hilt waslavishly chased with rubies.
"For your quick thinking the other night," he said in avoice that carried.

Krigpos bowed low. "Y ou honor me, Highness." Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Onorios suddenly
become very busy with his scissors as he trimmed ahorseg's mane. Krigpos smiled to himself.

"You deserveit," Petronas said. "Y ou're doing well here, from dl I've heard, and from what I've seen of
the condition of my animas.”

"It'snot dl my doing. Y ou had fine horses and fine hands long before you ever noticed me—not that I'm
not grateful you did, Highness," Krigpos added quickly.

"I'm glad you noticed, and aso that you have the sense to share the credit. | know | am not in the habit of
employing fools, and I'm increasingly pleased to discover | have not broken my rule with you." Petronas



glanced into agtall, smiled alittle at what he saw, and took afew pacesto the next one. "Come, Krigpos,
wak withme."

"Of course, Highness."

As Stotzas had afew weeks before, the Sevastokrator waited until he and Krispos were out of earshot
of mogt of the stable hands. Then he said, " Tl me what you know of abody servant's tasks.”

"Highness?' The question caught Krigpos by surprise. He answered dowly, "Not much, though, cometo
think of it, | guessyou'd say | was lakovitzes body servant for awhile there in Opsikion when he was
laid up with abroken leg. | sort of had to be."

"Soyou did," Petronas agreed. "That may suffice. Indeed, | think it would. As here, inthe post | havein
mind you would be involved in overseeing others as much aswith actudly serving.”

"What post isthat?" Krispos asked. "Not your steward, surely. Or are you angry at Eroulos for
something | don't know about?' If the Sevastokrator was displeased with Eroulos, the gossip of his
household had not heard of it. That was possible, Krigpos supposed, but unlikely.

And Petronas shook his head. "No, Eroulos suits meright well. | wasthinking of rather agrander place
for you. How would you like to be Anthimos vestiarios one day?"

Krigpos said thefirst thing that popped into his head: "Doesn't the vestiarios have to be aeunuch?' He
felt histesticles creep up toward his belly as he spoke the word; he had al he could do to keep from
shaping his handsinto a protective cup over hiscrotch.

"It'susua, but by no means mandatory. | daresay we can manage to keep you entire. Petronas laughed,
then went on, "I'm sorry; 1'd not seen you look frightened before. | want you to think on this, though,
evenif | cannot promise you the office soon—or at al."

"You can't promise, Highness?' Krigpos said, startled at the admission. "How could you lack the power?
Aren't you both Sevastokrator and the Avtokrator's uncle? Wouldn't he heed you?”

"Inthis, perhaps not. His chamberlain aso has his ear, you see, and so may not be easily displaced.”
Petronas took adow, deep, angry breath. "That cursed Skombrosisdy asafox, too. He plotsto
wesken me and aggrandize his own worthless relations. | would not be surprised to learn he dreams of
putting one of them on the throne, the more so as the Avtokrator's lady, the empress Dara, hasyet to
conceive.”

"And so you want Anthimosto have avestiarios loya to you and without schemes of hisown,” Kripos
sad. "Now | understand.”

"Yes, exactly so," Petronas said.
"Thank you for your trust in me."

"I place no great trust in any man," the Sevastokrator answered, "but inthis| do trust: that having raised
you, | can cast you down at need. Do you understand that, aswell, Krigpos?' Hisvoice, though still
quiet, had gone hard as stone.

"Very wdl, Highness™"

"Good. | think the best way to do this—if, as| say, it can be done at dl—isto place you in Anthimos
eyefromtimeto time. You seemto think clearly, and to be able to put your thoughtsinto words that,



athough they lack polish, carry thering of conviction. Living as he does among eunuchs, the Avtokrator
isunused to plain ideas plainly stated, save perhaps from me. They may prove an exotic novelty, and
Anthimosis ever one to be drawn to the new and exatic. Should he wish to see more of you, and then
more again—well, that is asthe good god wills." Petronas set alarge, heavy hand on Krispos shoulder.
"Shdl wetry?Isit abargan?’

"Aye, Highness, itis," Krispossad.

"Good," Petronas repeated. "We shal see what we shall see” He turned and tramped back toward the
stable entrance without a backward glance.

More dowly, Krigpos came after him. So the Sevastokrator expected him to remain a pliant creature, did
he, even after becoming vestiari0s? Krispos had said he understood that. HE'd said nothing about
agreaing withiit.

VIl

The hunters ambled dong on their horses, laughing and chatting and passing wineskins back and forth.
They sighed with rdlief asthey rode under a stand of trees that shielded them from the pounding summer
aun. "Wholl giveusasong?' Anthimos caled out.

Krispos thought of atune held known back in hisvillage. "There was ayoung pig who got caughtina
fence," hebegan. "A slly young pig without any sense ..." If the pig had no sense, neither did the men
who tried various unlikely ways of getting it loose.

When he was through, the young nobles who filled the hunting party gave him a cheer. The song was new
to them; they'd never had to worry about pigs themsalves. Krigpos knew he was no great mingtrel, but he
could carry atune. Past that, no one much cared. The wineskins had gone back and forth agood many
times.

One of the nobles cast aglance at the sun, which was well past noon. "Let's head back to the city,
Magjesty. Weve not caught much today, and we've not much time to catch more.”

"No, we havent," Anthimaos agreed petulantly. "I'll have to speak to my uncle about that. This park was
supposed to have been restocked with game. Krispos, mention it to him when wereturn.”

"l will, Mgjesty." But Krispos was willing to believe it had been restocked. The way the Avtokrator and
his companions rode thundering through woods and meadow, no animalsin their right mindswould have
comewithin milesof them.

Grumbling still, Anthimos siwung his horse's head toward the west. The rest of the huntersfollowed. They
grumbled, too, and loudly, when they rode back out into the sunshine.

All at once, the grumbles turned to shouts of delight—a stag sprang out of the brush dmost in front of the
hunters faces and darted acrossthe grass.

"After him!" Anthimosyelled. He dug spursinto his horse's flank. Someone loosed an arrow that flew
nowhere near the fleeing stag.

None of the hunters—not even Krispos, who should have paused to wonder—bothered to ask himself



why the stag had burst from cover so close to them. They were young enough, and maybe drunk enough,
to think of it as the perfect ending the day deserved. They were dtogether off guard, then, when the pack
of wolvesthat had been chasing the stag ran onto the meadow right under their horses hooves.

The horses screamed. Some of the men screamed, too, as their mounts legped and reared and bucked
and did their best to throw them off. The wolves yelped and snarled; they'd been intent on their quarry
and were at least as taken aback as the hunters by the sudden encounter. The stag bounded into the
woods and vanished.

Maybe only Krispos saw the stag go. His mount was a sturdy gelding, fast enough and strong enough,
but with no pretense to fine breeding. Thus hewasin the rear of the hunters pack when they encountered
the wolves, and on abeast that did not have to be coaxed out of hysteriaif aleaf blew past its nose.

No one, of course, rode a higher-bred horse than Anthimos. 1akovitzes could not have thrown afiner fit
than that animal did. Anthimos was afinerider, but fineridersfal, too. He landed heavily and lay on the
ground, stunned. Some of the other hunters cried out in alarm, but most were too busy trying to control
their own mounts and fight off the wolves that snapped at their horses legs and bellies and hindquarters
to cometo the Emperor'said.

A big wolf padded toward him. It drew back for amoment when he groaned and stirred, then came
forward again. Itstongue lolled from its mouth, red as blood. Ah, crippled prey, that lupine smile seemed

to say. Easy meat.

Krispos shouted at the wolf. In the din, the shout was one among many. He had abow, but did not trust
it; he was no horse-archer. He drew out an arrow and shot anyway. In aromance, his need would have
made the shaft fly straight and true.

He missed. He came closer to hitting Anthimas than the wolf. Cursing, he grabbed the mace that swung
from hisbdt for finishing off large game—in the unlikely event he ever killed any, he thought, disgusted
with himsdlf for hispoor shooting.

He hurled the mace with dl his strength. It spun through the air. The throw was not what he'd hoped,
either—in hismind, he'd seen the spiky knob smashing in the wolf's skull. Instead, the wooden handle
struck it astinging blow on the nose.

That sufficed. The wolf yelped in startled pain and sat back on its haunches. Before it worked up the
nerve to advance on the Avtokrator again, another hunter managed to get his horse between it and
Anthimos. Iron-shod hooves flashed near itsface. It snarled and ran off.

Someone who was a better archer than Krispos drove an arrow into another wolf's belly. The wounded
anima's howls of pain made more of the pack take to their hedls. A couple of wolves got al the way
round the hunters and picked up the stag's scent again. They loped after it. Asfar asKrisposwas
concerned, they were welcometoiit.

The hunters legped off their horses and crowded round the fallen Emperor. They all yelled when, after a
minute or two, he managed to sit. Rubbing his shoulder, he said, "I take it back. This preserve has quite
enough game dready.”

Even the Avtokrator's feeblest jokes won laughter. "Areyou al right, your Mgesty?' Krispos asked
aong with everyoneelse.

"Let mefind out." Anthimos climbed to hisfeet. Hisgrin was shaky. "All in one piece. | didn't think |
would be, not unlessthat cursed wolf was big enough to swallow mewhole. It looked to have the mouth



for thejob.”

Hetried to bend down, grunted, and clutched hisribs. "Have to be careful there.” A second, more
cautious, try succeeded. When he straightened again, he was holding the mace. "Whose isthis?'

Krispos had to give hisfellow hunters credit. He'd thought some ready-for-aught would speak up a once
and clam he'd saved the Avtokrator. Instead, they al looked at one another and waited. "Er, it'smine,”
Krigpos said after amoment.

"Here, let megiveit back to you, then,” Anthimos said. "Bedlieve me, | won't forget where it came from."

Krigpos nodded. That was an answer Petronas might have given. If the Avtokrator had some of the same
suff in him asthe Sevastokrator, Videssos might fare well even if something befell Anthimos capable
unde.

"Let'shead back toward the city," Anthimossaid. "Thistime | redly meanit." One of the young nobles
had recaptured the Emperor's horse. He grimaced as he got into the saddle, but rode well enough.

All the same, the hunting party remained unusualy subdued, even when they were back insde the paace
quarter. They al knew they'd had a brush with disaster.

Krispostried to imagine what Petronas would have done if they'd come back with the news that
Anthimos had got himself killed in some fribbling hunting accident. Of course, the accident would have
made the Sevastokrator Emperor of Videssos. But it would aso have raised suspicionsthat it was no
accident, that Petronas had somehow arranged it. Under such circumstances, would the Sevastokrator
be better off rewarding the witnesses who established his own innocence or punishing them to show they
should have protected Anthimos better?

Krigpos found himsdf unsure of the answer and glad he did not have to find out.

Asthe hunting band broke up, anoble leaned over to Krigpos and said quietly, "I think 1'd give acouple
of inches off my prong to have saved the Avtokrator the way you did.”

Krigposlooked the fellow over. He was scarcely out of histeens, yet he rode afine horse that he surely
owned, unlike Krigpos borrowed gelding. His shirt was silk, hisriding breechesfine leather, and his
spurssiiver. Hisround, plump face said held never known aday's hunger. Even if he hadn't saved
Anthimos, he was assured amore than comfortable life.

"I mean no disrespect, excellent Sir, but I'm not sure the price you nameis high enough,” Krispos
answered after amoment's pause. "'l need the luck more than you do, you see, having started with so
much less of it. Now if you'll excuse me, | have to get back to my master's stables.”

The noble stared after him as he rode away. He suspected—no, he was certain—he should have held his
tongue. He was dready far better at that than most men his age. Now he saw he would have to grow
better ill.

"So when does the most holy Gnatios set the crown on your head?' Mavros asked when he saw Krispos
coming out of Petronas stables a couple of days after the hunt.

"Oh, shut up,” Krigpostold his adopted brother. He was not worried about Mavros betraying him; he
just wanted him off hisback. Mavros teasing was the most naturd thing in the world. Though Krispos
hadn't bragged about what he'd done, the story was al over the palaces.



"Shut up? This humble spatharios hears and obeys, glad only that your magnificence has deigned to grant
him to boon of words." Mavros swept off his hat and folded himsdlf like aclagp knife in an extravagant
bow.

Krigpos wanted to hit him. He found himself laughing instead. "Humble, my |eft one.” He snorted. Mavros
had trouble taking anything serioudy; after awhile, so did anyone who came near him.

"Y our left onewould look very finein adish of umbles" Mavros said.
"'Someone ought to run a currycomb over your tongue,” Krigpostold him.

"Isthisanother of your innovationsin equestrian care?' Mavros stuck out the organ in question and
crossed hiseyesto look down at it. "Yes, it does seem in need of grooming. Go ahead; seeif you can
put anice sheen on its coat.”

Krigpos did hit him then, not too hard. They scuffled good-naturedly for a couple of minutes. Krispos
finaly got ahammerlock on Mavros. Mavros was whimpering, without much conviction, when Eroulos
came up to the two of them. "If you're quite finished ..." the Seward said pointedly.

"What isit?" Krisposlet go of Mavras, who somehow contrived to look innocent and rub hiswrist at the
sametime.

The theatrics were wasted; Eroulos took no notice of him. He spoke to Krisposinstead, "Go back to the
Grand Courtroom at once. One of hisImperia Mgesty's servantsiswaiting for you there."

"For me?" Krigpos squeaked.

"I am not in the habit of repeating mysdf," Eroulos said. Krigpos waited no longer. He dashed for the
Grand Courtroom. Mavros might have waved good-bye. Krispos did not turn his head to see.

The guards outside Petronas wing of the Grand Courtroom swung down their spears when they saw
someone running toward them. Recognizing Krigpos, they relaxed. One of them pointed to aman leaning
againg the sde of the building. "Heresthe fellow been waiting for you."

"You are Krigpos?' Anthimos servitor wastdl, thin, and erect, but his hairless cheeks and sexlessvoice
proclaimed him aeunuch. "'l was given to understand that you were the Sevastokrator's chief groom, not
that you would stink of horses yourself." His own scent was of attar of roses.

"I work," Krigpos said shortly.

The eunuch's sniff told what he thought of that. "In any event, | am commanded to bid you cometo a
fedtivity hisImperia Maesty will hold tomorrow evening. | shal return then to guide you. | most
respectfully suggest that, no matter how virtuous you deem your labors, the odor of the stableswould be
out of place.”

Krigposfdt his cheeks heat. Biting back an angry retort, he nodded. The eunuch's bow wasfluid
perfection, or would have been had he not made it so deep as to suggest scorn rather than courtesy.

"Y ou don't want to get into a meaner-than-thou contest with aeunuch,” one of the guards remarked after
the Avtokrator's servant wastoo far away to hear. "You'l regret it every time.”

"Y ou'd be mean, too, if you'd had that done to you," another guard said. All the troopers chuckled.
Krigpos dso amiled, but he thought the guard was right. Having lost so much, eunuchs could hardly be
blamed for getting their own back in whatever petty waysthey could devise.



He knocked off alittle early the next afternoon to go from the stables to a bathhouse; he would not give
that supercilious eunuch another chance to sneer at him. He oiled himself, scraped his skin with acurved
gtrigil, and paid aboy acopper to get the places he could not reach. The cold plunge and hot soak that
followed left him clean and helped loosen tired, tight muscles. Hewas dl but purring as he walked back
to the Grand Courtroom.

Thistime he waited for the Avtokrator's eunuch to arrive. The eunuch gave a disgpproving sniff; perhaps,
Krigpos thought, he was seeking the lingering aromaof horse. "Come aong,” he said, sounding no
happier for faling to find it.

Krigpos had never been to—had never even seen—the small building to which hisguide led him. He was
not surprised; the paace quarter held dozens of buildings, large and small, he'd never been to. Some of
the large ones were barracks for the regiments of imperia guards. Some of the small onesheld soldierly
supplies. Others were buildings former Emperors had used, but that now stood empty, awaiting the
pleasure of an Avtokrator yet to come. This one, secluded among willows and pear trees, looked to be
where Anthimos himsdf awaited pleasure.

Krigpos heard the music when he was still walking the winding path under the trees. Whoever was
playing, he thought, had more enthusiasm than skill. Raucous voices accompanied the musicians. He
needed a moment to recognize the tavern song they were roaring out. Only when they cameto the
refran—"The wine gets drunk but you get drunker! "—was he sure. Loud applause followed.

"They seem to have started dready," he remarked.
The eunuch shrugged. "It'searly yet. They'll fill have their clothes on, most of them.”

"Oh." Krigpos wondered whether he meant most of the revelers or most of their clothes. He supposed it
was about the same either way.

By then they were at the door. A squad of guardsmen stood just outside, big blond Haloga mercenaries
with axes. An amphora of wine dmost astall asthey were stood beside them, its pointed end rammed
into the ground. One of them saw Krisposlooking at it. The northerner's wide, foolish grin said heldd
aready made use of the dipper that stuck out of the jug, and his drawling Hal oga accent was not the only
thing that thickened his speech. "A good duty here, yesitis."

Krigpos wondered what Petronas would do if he caught one of his own guards drunk on duty. Nothing
pleasant, he was certain. Then the eunuch took him inside, and al such musings were swept away.

"It'sKrigood" Anthimos exclaimed. He set down the flute held been playing—no wonder the music
sounded ragged, Krispos thought—and rushed up to embrace the newcomer. "L et's have a cheer for

Krigpod"

Everyone obediently cheered. Krigpos recognized some of the young nobles with whom held hunted, and
afew people who had been at some of the wilder feasts held gone to with lakovitzes. Most of the folk
here, though, were strange to him, and by the ook of some of them, he would have been as glad to have
them stay so.

Torches of spicy-smelling sandalwood lit the chamber. It was strewn with lilies and violets, roses and
hyacinths, which added their sweet scentsto the air. Many of the Emperor's guests were also drenched in
perfume. Krigpos admitted to himself that his eunuch guide had been right—the odor of horse did not
belong here.

"Help yoursdf to anything,” Anthimos said. "L ater you can help yoursdlf to anybody." Krisposlaughed



nervoudy, though he did not think the Avtokrator wasjoking.

Hetook a cup of wine and a puffy pastry that proved to be stuffed with forcemesat of lobster. As
Petronas had in the Hall of the Nineteen Couches, anoble roseto give atoast. He had to wait agood
dedl longer for quiet than the Sevastokrator had. Getting some at last, he called, "Here's to Krispos, who
saved his Mg esty and saved our fun with him!™"

Thistime the cheers were louder. No one here, Krispos thought, would be able to revel like thiswithout
Anthimos largess. Had the wolf killed Anthimos, Petronas would surdly have taken the throne for
himsdf. After that, most of the people here tonight would have counted themselves lucky not to be
whipped out of the city.

Anthimos set down his golden cup. "What goesin must come out,”" he declared. He picked up achamber
pot and turned his back on his guests. The chamber pot was aso gold, decorated with fancy
enamelwork. Krispos wondered how many likeit the Avtokrator had. For golden chamber pots, he
thought, he'd been taxed off hisland.

The notion should have made him furious. It did anger him, but less than he would have thought possible.
Hetried to figure out why. At last he decided that Anthimos just was not the sort pf young man who
inspired fury. All he wanted to do was enjoy himself.

A very pretty girl put her hand on Krispos chest. "Do you want to?' she asked, and waved to a
mountain of pillowspiled againg onewall.

He stared at her. She was worth staring at. Her green silk gown was modestly cut, but thinned to
trangparency in tartling places. But that was not why he gaped. His rustic standards had taken a beating
since he cameto Videssos. Severa times held gone off with femal e entertainers after afeast, and once
with the bored wife of one of the other guests. But "In front of everyone?' he blurted.

Shelaughed a him. "Y oure anew one here, aren't you?' Sheleft without even giving him achanceto
answer. He took another cup of wine and drank it quickly to calm his shaken nerves.

Beforelong, acouple did avail themsalves of the pillows. Krispos found himself watching without having
intended to. He tore his gaze away. A moment later, he found his eyes diding that way again. Annoyed at
himsdlf, he turned his back on the whole wall.

Most of the revelerstook no specia notice of the entwined pair, by the way they went on about their
business, they'd seen such displays often enough not to find them out of the ordinary. A few offered
suggestions. One made the man pause in what he was doing long enough to say, "Try that yoursdlf if
youreso keenonit. | did once, and | hurt my back.” Then hefell to once more, matter-of-fact asif he
were laying bricks.

Not far from Anthimos sat one who did nothing but watch the sportive couple. The robes he wore were
asrich asthe Avtokrator's and probably cost agood deal more, for they needed to be larger to cover his
bulk. His smooth, beardless face et Krigpos count his chins. Another eunuch, he thought, and then, Well,
let him watch—it's probably as close as he can cometo thered thing.

Some of the entertainment was more nearly conventional. Real musicianstook up the instruments
Anthimos and his cronies had set down. Acrobats bounced among the guests and sometimes sprang over
them. The only thing remarkable about the jugglers, asde from their kill, wasthat they were dl women,
adl lovely, and dl bare or nearly 0.

Krigpos admired the aplomb one of them showed when aman came up behind her and fondled her



breast. The stream of fruit she kept in the air never wavered—until avery ripe peach landed splat! onthe
fellow'shead. He swore and raised afist to her, but the storm of laughter in the room made him lower it
again, hisdripping face like thunder.

"Zotikos drawsthefirst chance of the evening!" Anthimos said loudly. More laughter came. Krispos
joined in, though he wasn't quite sure what the Avtokrator meant. Anthimos went on, "Here, Skombros,
go ahead and givehim ared one."

The eunuch who had stared so avidly at the couple making love now rose from his seat. So thiswas
Petronas riva, Krispos thought. Skombros walked over to atable and picked up a crystal bowl full of
little golden balls. With greet dignity, he carried it over to Zotikos, who was trying to comb peach
fragments out of hishair and beard.

Krigposwatched curioudy. Zotikos took one of the balls from the bowl. He twisted it between his hands.
It came open. He snatched out the little strip of parchment indde. When he scanned it, hisfacefell.

Skombros ddicatdly plucked the parchment from hisfingers. The eunuch's voice was loud, clear, and
musica asamiddle-range horn's as he read what was written there: "Ten dead dogs."

More howls of laughter, and some out and out howls. Servants brought Zotikos the dead animals and
dropped them at hisfeet. He stared at them, at Skombros, and at the bare-breasted juggler who had
garted hishumiliation for the evening. Then, cursing, he ssormed out of the hall. A chorus of yips pursued
him and sped him on hisway. By the time he got to the door, he was running.

"He didn't seem to want his chance. What a pity," Anthimos said. The Emperor's smile was not altogether
pleasant. "Let's et someone ese have ago. | know! How about Krispos?'

Anger filled Krispos as Skombros gpproached. Was this his reward for rescuing Anthimos—a chance to
be one of the butts for the Avtokrator's jokes? He wanted to kick the crystal bowl out of Skombros
hands. Instead, grim-faced, he drew out aball and opened it. The parchment insde was folded.

Skombros watched, cool and contemptuous, as Krigpos fumbled with it. "Do you read, groom?' he
asked, not bothering to keep hisvoice down.

"I read, eunuch,” Krispos snapped. Nothing whatever changed in Skombros face, but Krispos knew he
had made an enemy. Hefindly got the parchment open. "Ten—" Hisvoice suddenly broke, asif hewere
aboy. "—ten pounds of silver."

"How fortunate of you," Skombros said tonelesdy.

Anthimos rushed up and planted awine-soaked kiss on Krispos cheek. "Good for you!" he exclaimed.
"I was hoping you'd get agood one!™

Krispos hadn't known there were any good ones. He stood, still dazed, as a servant brought him afat,
jingling sack. Only when hefdt theweight of it in his hands did he believe the money wasfor him. Ten
pounds of slver was close to haf apound of gold: thirty goldpieces, he worked out after alittle thought.

To Tanilis, apound and ahalf of gold—2108 goldpieces—had been enough to set up Krisposasaman
with some small wedlth of hisown. To Anthimas, thirty goldpieces—and belike three hundred, or three
thousand—was a party favor. For the first time, Krispos understood the difference between theriches
Tanilis broad estates yielded and those available to aman with the whole Empire as his estates. No
wonder Anthimaos thought nothing of achamber pot made of gold.

A couple of more chances were given out. One man found himself the proud possessor of ten pounds of



feathers—amuch larger sack than Krispos. Another got ten free sessions at afancy brothdl. ™Y ou mean
| haveto pay if | want to go back a second night?" the braggart asked, whereupon the fellow who had
won the feathers poured them over his head.

Ten pounds of feathers et loose seemed plenty to fill up the room. People flung them about asif they
were snow. Servants did their best to get rid of the blizzard of fluff, but even their best took awhileto do
any good. While mogt of the servitors plied brooms and pillowcases, afew brought in the next courses of
food.

Anthimos pulled alast bit of down from his beard and let it float away. He looked over toward the new
trays. "Ah, beefribsin fish sauce and garlic,” he said. "My chef doesthem wonderfully well. They'refar
from anest dish, but oh so tasty.”

The ribswould be anything but neat, Krispos thought as he walked toward them—they werefairly
swimming in the pungent fermented fish sauce—but they did smel good. One of the men with whom held
hunted got to them first. The fellow picked up arib and took abig bite.

Therib vanished. The young noble's teeth came together with aloud click. HEd drunk enough wine that
he stared foolishly at his dripping but otherwise empty hand. Then his gaze swung to Krigpos. "1 did have
one, didn't 1?' He sounded anything but sure.

"| certainly thought you did," Krispossaid. "Here, let metry.” Hetook arib off thetray. It felt solid and
mesty in his hand. Helifted it to hismouth. As soon ashetried to biteit, it disappeared.

Some of the people watching made Phos sun-sign. Others, wiser in the ways of Anthimos feasts, looked
to the Avtokrator.

A smdll-boy grin was on hisface. "| told the cooks to make them rare, but not so rare asthat,” he said.

"| suppose you're going to say you told them to get the plaster goose livers you served last time well
done," someone called out.

"Half adozen of my friends broke teeth on those livers,”" the Emperor said. "Thisis a safer joke.
Skombrosthought of it."

The eunuch looked smug and, also pleased that Krispos had been one of the people histrick had
deceived. Krigpos stuck hisfingersin hismouth to clean them of fish sauce and juice from theribs. What
he was able to taste was ddlicious. He thought how unfair it was for some sneaky bit of sorcery to
deprive him of the tender mest.

He picked up another rib. "Some people,” Skombros announced to no onein particular, "have more
stubbornness than sense.” The vestiarios settled back in his chair, perfectly content to let Krigpos make
asthorough afool of himsalf as he wanted.

Thistime, though, Krispos did not try to take a bite off the rib. He'd aready seen that doing that did not
work—bringing his jaws together seemed to activate the spell. Instead, he picked up aknife from the
serving table and diced along strip of mest off each sde of the bone.

Heraised one of the stripsto his mouth. If the mest vanished despite his preparations, he knew hewas
going to look foolish. He bit into it, then grinned as he started to chew. He'd hoped cutting it off the bone
would sever the spell that made it disappear.

Sowly and deliberately, he ate dl the meat he'd diced away. Then he dedlt with another rib, put the meat
held carved from it on asmadll plate, and carried the plate to Anthimos. "Would you like some, your



Magesty? Y ou wereright; they arevery tasty.”
"Thank you, Krigpos, dont mind if 1 do." Anthimos ate, then wiped hisfingers. "So they are.”

Krigpos asked, "Do you think your esteemed—" Eunuchs had a specid set of honorificsthat gpplied to
them alone, "—vestiarioswould care for some?’

The Avtokrator glanced over to Skombros, who stared back stonily. Anthimos laughed. "No, he'sa
good fellow, but he has plenty of meat on his bones aready.” Krigpos shrugged, bowed, and walked
away, asif the matter were of no importance. He could not think of a better way to twist the knifein
Skombros huge belly.

After Krigpos showed how to edt theribs, they vanished into the revelersrather than into thin air.
Servantstook away thetrays. A new set of mingtrels circulated through the crowd. Another erotic troupe
followed them, then agroup of dancers replaced the horizonta cavorters. All the acts did what they did
very well. Krigpos smiled to himself. Anthimos could afford the best.

Skombros strode through the hall every so often with his crystal bowl of chances. He came nowhere near
Krigpos. A noble who won ten pounds of gold took his stroke of luck with enough equanimity to make
Krispos sure hewas dready rich. Anthimos confirmed that, saying "More money for dow horses and fast
women, eh, Sphrantzes?'

"Fast horses, | hope, Mgesty,” Sphrantzes said amid generd laughter.

"Why should you change now?" the Avtokrator asked. Sphrantzes spread his hands, asif to admit
defest.

Someone € se chose ten peacocks for himsalf. Krigpos wondered what peacock tasted like. But the
birds the servants chivvied out were very much alive. They honked and squawked and spread their
gorgeoustails and generally made nuisances of themsalves. "What do | do with them?' wailed the winner,
who had one bird under each arm and was chasing athird.

"I haven't thefoggiest notion,”" Anthimaos replied with ablithe wave of hishand. "That'swhy | put that
chancein there—to find out.”

The man ended up departing with histwo birdsin the hand and forgetting about the rest. After some
commotion, revelers, entertainers, and servants joined in shooing the other eight peacocks out the door. ™
Let the Halogal worry about them," somebody said, which struck Krigpos as agood enough idea.

Once the peacocks departed—shouts from outside said the imperia guards were having their own
troubles with the bad-tempered birds—the feast grew dmost cam for alittlewhile, asif everyone
needed sometimeto catch hisbreath. "Well, how is he going to top that?' Krigpos said to the man next
to him. They were standing by abowl of sweetened gelatin and candied fruit, but neither felt like egting;
the gelatin had peacock tracks.

"I don't know," the fellow answered, "but | expect helll manage.”

Krispos shook his head. Then Skombros went round with his bowl again. He stopped in front of the
young man whose beef rib had vanished. "Would you care for a chance, excellent Pagras?’

"Huh?' By now, Pagras needed amoment to come out of hiswine-soaked haze. He fumbled while he
was getting the ball out of the bowl, and fumbled morein getting it open. He read the parchment; Krigpos
saw hislips move. But, instead of announcing what chance heldd chosen, he turned to Anthimos and said,
"l don't believeit.”



"Don't believe what, Pagras?’ the Emperor asked.

"Ten thousand fleas," Pagras said, looking at the parchment again. "Not even you'd be crazy enough to
get together ten thousand fless™

At any other time, the noble might have lost histongue for using it so fredy. Anthimas, though, was
drunk, too, and, as usud, afriendly drunk. "So you doubt me, eh?" was dl he said. He pointed to the
doorway from which a servant emerged with alarge adabagter jar. "Behold: ten thousand fless."

"Don't sseany fleas. All | seeisadamn jar." Pagraslurched over to the servant and snatched it out of his
hands. He yanked off the lid and stared down into the jar for severa horrified seconds.

"If you plan on counting them, Pagras, you'd better do it fagter,” Anthimos said.

Pagras did not count fleas. Hetried to clap thelid back on, but the jar dipped through his clumsy fingers
and smashed on the marble floor. Krispos thought of agood-szed pile of ground black pepper. But this
pile moved and spread without any breezeto gtir it. A man yelled; awoman squealed and clapped a
hand to the back of her leg.

Therevel broke up very quickly after that.

Krispos spent the next morning scratching. Working as he did in the stables, he got flegbitesfairly often,
but never so many al at once as after Anthimos feast. And he'd been one of the lucky ones, not too
close to the broken jar and not too far from the door. He wondered what poor Pagras |ooked like—raw
mest, probably.

Petronas surprised him by dropping by not long before noon. A glance from the Sevastokrator sent
stable hands scurrying out of earshot. "1 understand my nephew had things hopping last night,” Petronas
sad.

"That's one way to put it, yes, Highness," Krigpos said.

Petronas dlowed himsdlf abrief snort of laughter before turning serious once more. "What did you think
of the evening'sfedtivities?' he asked.

"I've never seen anything like them," Krigpos said truthfully. Petronas waited without saying anything.
Seeing something more was expected of him, Krigposwent on, "His Imperial Mg esty knows how to
have agood time. | enjoyed mysdlf, up till thefleas.

"Good. Something's wrong with aman who can't enjoy himsdlf. Still, | seeyou're here at work inthe
morning, too." Petronas smile wastwisted. "Aye, Anthimos knows how to have agood time. |
sometimesthink it'sal he does know. But never mind that for now. | hear you aso put aspikein
Skombros whed."

"It wasn't so much.” Krigpos explained how he'd got round the spell on the disappearing ribs.

"I'd like to set a spell on Skombros that would make him disappear,” the Sevastokrator said. "But
making the fat maggot look foolish is even better than showing that he'swrong the way you did afew
weeks ago. The worse he seems to my nephew, the sooner he won't be vestiarios any more. And when
he's not—Anthimos heeds whichever ear is spoken into last. Things would go smoother if he heard the
samething with both of them.”



"Your voice, in other words," Krispos said. Petronas nodded. Krispos considered before he went on, "
don't see any large troubles there, Highness. From everything I've seen, you're aman of good sense. If |
thought you were wrong—"

"Yes, tell mewhat you would do if you thought | waswrong,” Petronasinterrupted. "Tell me what you
would do if you, a peasant from the back of beyond jumped to head groom here only by my kindness,
would do if you thought that |, a noble who has been general and statesman longer than you've been
dive, waswrong. Tell methat most precisdy, Krigpos."

Refusing to show he was daunted had taken Krispos along way with lakovitzes and Tanilis. Holding that
bold front againgt Petronas was harder. The weight of the Sevastokrator's office and the force of hisown
person fell on Krispos shoulderslike heavy stones. Almost, he bent beneath them. But at the last
moment he found an answer that kept his pride and might not bring Petronas wrath down upon him. "If |
thought you were wrong, Highness, | would tell you first, in privateif | could. Y ou oncetold me
Anthimaos never hears any plain spesking. Do you?"

"Truth to tell, | wonder." Petronas gave that snort again. "Very well, there is something to what you say.
Any officer who does not point out what he sees as error to his commander isderdict in duty. But one
who disobeys after his commander makesup hismind ..."

"l understand,” Krispos said quickly.

"Seethat you do, lad. Seethat you do, and one day before too long maybe you'll stop smelling of horse
manure and take on the scents of perfumes and powdersinstead. What do you say to that?

"It'sthe best reason I've heard yet for wanting to stay in the stables.”

Thistime Petronas laughter came loud and booming. "Y ou were born a peasant, weren't you? Well see
if we cant make avedtiarios of you dl the same.”

Krigpos hunted with the Avtokrator, went to chariot races a the Amphitheater in the boxes reserved for
Anthimos close comrades, and attended the feasts to which he was invited. As summer moved toward
fdl, theinvitations came more often. He dways found himsdf among the earliest to leave the night-long
revels, but he was one of the few at them who took their day work serioudly.

Anthimos certainly did not. In dl the time Krispos saw him, he gave scant heed to affairs of Sate.
Depending on who had been a him last, he would say "Go see my uncl€” or "Ask Skombros about
that—can't you see I'm busy?' whenever afinance minister or diplomat did gain accessto him and tried
to get him to attend to business. Once, when a customs agent waylaid him outside the Amphithester with
atechnica problem, he turned to Krispos and asked, "How would you dedl with that?!

"L et me hear the whole thing over again,” Krigpos said. The customs man, glad for any audience, poured
out histae of woe.

When he was done, Krispos said, "If | follow you rightly, you're saying that duties and road tolls at some
border stations away from the sea or river trangport should be lowered to increase trade through them.”

"That's exactly right, excellent—Krigpos, wasit?' the customs agent said excitedly. "Because moving
goods by land is so much more expensive than by water, many timesthey never go far from the sea.
Lowering duties and road tollswould help counteract that."

Krigposthought of the Kalavrian merchants at Develtos and of the mother-of-pearl for which they had



charged outrageous prices. He aso thought of how seldom traders with even the most ordinary good had
vigited hisvillage, of how many things held never seentill he cameto Videssosthe city. " Sounds good to
me," hesaid.

"So ordered!" Anthimos declared. He took the parchment from which the customs agent had been citing
figures and scrawled his signature at the bottom of it. The bureaucrat departed with aglad cry. Anthimos
rubbed his hands together, pleased with himsealf. "There! That's taken care of "

His cronies applauded. Along with the rest of them, Krispos accompanied the Avtokrator to the next
feast held laid on. Hewastroubled dl through it. Problemslike the one he/d handled today should have
been studied, considered, not attacked on the spur of the moment—if they were attacked at al. More
often than not, Anthimos did not care to bother.

He disapproved of the Emperor for his offhandedness about such concerns, but had trouble didiking him.
Anthimos would have made a fine innkeeper, he thought—the young man had a gift for keeping everyone
around him happy. Unfortunately, being Avtokrator of the Videssians required rather more than that.

Which did not stop Krispos from enjoying himsalf immensdaly whenever hewasin Anthimos
company—the Emperor kept coming up with new waysto make hisrevelsinteresting. He had awhole
series of feasts built around colors: one day everything wasred, the next yelow, and the next blue. At
that |ast feast, even the fish were cooked in blue sauce, so they looked asif they'd come straight from the
sea

The Avtokrator's chances were never the same twice, either. Remembering what had happened to
Pagras, the poor fellow who picked for himsalf "seventeen wasps' did not dare open the jar that held
them. Finaly Anthimos, sounding for once most imperia, had to order him to break the sedl. The wasps
proved to be exquisite re-creationsin gold, with emerads for eyes and ddlicate filigree wings.

Krigposrarely drew achance. Skombros kept the crystal bowl and its hollow golden balls avay from
him. That did not bother him. He was just glad the vestiarios did not try dipping poison into his soup.
Perhaps Skombros feared Petronas revenge. In any case, he made do with black looks from afar.
Sometimes Krispos returned them. More often he pretended not to see, which seemed to irk Skombros
more.

Such byplay went straight by Anthimos. After awhile, though, he did notice that Krispos had not had his
hand in the bowl for weeks. "Go on over to him, Skombros," he said one night. "Let's see how hisluck is
doing."

"Hisluck isgood, in that he enjoys your Mg esty'sfavor,” Skombros said. Nevertheless, he took Krispos
the crysta bowl, thrusting it dmost into hisface. "Here, groom."

"Thank you, esteemed Sir." Anyone who had not seen Krispos and Skombros before would have
reckoned histone perfectly respectful. Almost hidden by fat, amuscle twitched near the eunuch's ear as
he set hisjaw.

Krigpos twisted open agold ball. Thiswas Anthimos day for the number forty-three. The chances had
aready alotted forty-three gol dpieces to one man, forty-three yards of silk to another, forty-three
parsnipsto athird. "Forty-three pounds of lead," Krispos read.

Laughter erupted around him. "What a pity," Skombrossaid, just asif he meant it. A puffing servant
brought out the worthless prize. The vestiarioswent on, "1 trust you will know what to do withiit."

"Asamatter of fact, | wasthinking of giving it to you," Krigpossaid.



"A token of esteem? A crude joke, but then | would have expected no more from you.” At last the
eunuch let his scorn show.

"No, not at al, esteemed sir," Krigpos answered smoothly. "I just thought you would be used to carrying
around the extraweight."

Severd people who heard Krispos took a step or two away from him, asif they'd just realized he carried
adisease they might catch. He frowned, remembering hisfamily and the dl too real disease they'd taken.
Skombros anger, though, might be as dangerous as cholera. The vestiarios face was red but otherwise
impassive as he deliberately turned his broad back on Krispos.

Anthimos had been too far away to hear Skombros and Krigpos sniping at each other, but the
chamberlain's gesture of contempt was unmistakable. "Enough, the two of you," the Avtokrator said.
"Enough, | say. | don't care to have two of my favorite people a odds, and | will not tolerate it. Do you
understand me?"

"Yes, your Mgesty," Krispossaid.
"Magesty," Skombrossaid, "l promise| shall dwaysgive Krisposdl the credit he deserves."

"Excdlent.” Anthimos beamed. Krigpos knew the eunuch's words had been no gpology. Skombros
would never think he deserved any credit. But even Skombros hatred did not trouble Krigpos, not for
the moment. The Emperor had called him and the vestiarios "two of my favorite people.” While he
loathed Skombros, for Anthimos to mention him in the same breeth with the longtime chamberlain was
progress indeed.

Slow and ponderous as a merchant ship under not enough sail, Skombros returned to his seat. He sank
into it withasigh of relief. Hissmdll, heavily lidded eyes sought Krispos. Krispos gave back a sunny
smile and lifted hiswine cup in sdute. Without Skombros rudeness, he might have needed much longer
to be sure how Anthimos felt about him.

The eunuch's suspicious frown deepened. Krigpos smile got wider.

Mavros slamped snow from his boots. "Warmer in here," he said gratefully. "All these horses are dmost
asgood as afireplace. Better, if you intend to go anyplace; you can't ride afireplace.”

"No, and | cantt fling you into a horse for your foolish jokes, ether, however much | wish | could,”
Krigpos answered. "Was making that one the only reason you came? If it was, you've done your
damage, so good-bye."

"Harumph." Mavros drew himsdf up, a caricature of offended dignity. "Just for that, | will go, and keep
my newsto mysdlf." Hemade asif to leave.

Krigposand severa stable hands quickly called him back. "What news?' Krispos said. Even herein
Videssosthe city, at the Empire of Videssos heart, news came dowly in winter and was dways
welcome. Everyone who'd heard Mavros hurried over to find out what he'd dug up.

"For onething," he said, pleased at the Size of hisaudience, "that band of Haloga mercenaries under
Harvas Black-Robe—remember, Krispos, we heard about them last winter back in Opsikion?—has
plundered itsway straight across Thatagush and out onto the Pardrayan steppe.”

"It'll plunder itsway right on back, then," Stotzas predicted. " The steppe nomads don't have much worth



geding.”

"Who careswhat happensin Thatagush, anyway?' someone else said. "It'stoo far away to matter to
anybody." Severd other people spoke up in agreement. Though he did not argue out loud, Krispos
shook hishead. Having known only hisown village for so long, he found he wanted to learn everything he
could about the wider world.

"My other bit of gossip you dready know, Krispos, if you were at his Mg esty's feast the night before
lagt," Mavrossaid.

Krigpos shook his head again, thistime more emphaticaly. "No, | missed that one. Every so often, | fed
the need to deep.”

"You'll never succeed till you learn to rise above such weaknesses," Mavros said with an airy wave of his
hand. "Wdll, thisalso hasto do with aHaloga, or rather with aHa ogaina."

"A Halogawoman?' Two or three stable hands said it together, sudden keen interest in their voices. The
big blond northerners often came to Videssosto trade or to hire on as mercenaries, but they left their
wives and daughters behind.

Krigpostried to imagine what aHalogainawould look like. "Tell memore" he said. Again, hiswas not
the only voice.

"Eyesthe color of asummer sky, | heard, and the palest pink tips, and her hair gilded above and below,”
Mavrossaid. It would be, wouldn't it? Krispos thought; that hadn't occurred to him. The stable hands
murmured, each painting his own picturein hismind. Mavroswent on, ™Y ou could hardly blame
Anthimosfor trying her on then and there." The murmurs got louder. "I wouldn't blame him for keeping
her for aweek or amonth or ayear or—" Onorioswas al but panting. He must have liked the picture his
mind painted. But Krispos and Mavros said "No" at the sametime. They glanced at each other. Krigpos
dipped his head to Mavros, who, he knew, was better with words. "His Mgesty," Mavros explained,
"only deepswith apleasure girl once. Anything more, he reckons, would congtitute infiddlity to the
Empress™

That got the yowls and whoops Krigpos had known it would. "Give mefiddity like that, any day,"
Onoriossad. "Giveit to metwice aday,” someone else said. "Threetimes!" another groom added.

"Thelot of you remind me of the rich old man who married ayoung wife and promised to kill her with
passion,” Krigpos said. "He had her once, then fell adegp and snored dl night long. When he finaly woke
up, shelooked over at him and said, 'Good morning, killer." "

The stable hands hissed at him. Grinning, he added, "Besides, if we spent al our timein bed, we'd never
get anything done, and Phos knows there's plenty to do here.” The men hissed again, but started drifting
off toward their tasks.

"Not getting anything done doesn't seem to worry hisMgesty,” Onorios said.

"Ah, but he has people to do things for him. Unlessyou hired a servant while | wasn't looking, you don't,"
Krispos sad.

"Afraid not, worse luck." Onorios sadly clicked histongue and went back to work.

"Look at this—this bloodsucking!" Petronas dammed afist down on the pile of parchmentsin front of



him. They were upside down to Krispos, but that did not matter because the Sevastokrator wasin full
cry. "Thirty-six hundred gol dpieces—fifty pounds of gold!—that cursed leech of a Skombros has
sphoned off for hisworthless dug of anephew Askyltos. And another twenty pounds for the worthless
dug's gtinking father Evmolpos. When | show these accountsto my nephew—"

"What do you think will happen?' Krigpos asked eagerly. "Will he give Skombrosthe sack?"

But Petronas rage collgpsed into moroseness. "No, hell just laugh, curseit. He already knows
Skombrosisathief. He doesn't care. What he won't seeis that the Skotos-loving wretch is setting up his
own relations as greaet men. Dynasties have died that way."

"If hisMagjesty doesn't care whether Skombros stedl's, why do you keep shoving accountsin hisface?!
Krispos asked.

"To make him care, by Phos, beforethe fox heingsts on thinking alapdog snksitsteeth into him." The
Sevastokrator heaved a sigh. "Making Anthimos care about anything save his own amusement islike
pushing water uphill with arake."

Petronas loathing for hisriva, Krigpos thought, blinded him to any way of dedling with Skombros but the
onethat had dready shown it did not work. "What would happen if Skombros didn't amuse him, or
amused him in the wrong sort of way?" Krigpos asked.

"What are you taking about?' Petronas demanded crosdy.

For amoment, Krigpos had no idea himsdlf. One of the lessons he should have learned from Taniliswas
keeping his mouth shut when he had nothing to say. He bent hishead in humiliation. Humiliation ... he
remembered how held felt when he wasjust ayouth, when a couple of village wits lampooned his
wrestling inaMidwinter's Day skit. "How would Anthimos like the whole city laughing & his vestiarios?
It'sonly acouple of weeksto Midwinter's Day, after al.”

"What doesthat have to do with—" Petronas suddenly caught up with Krispos. "By the good god, so it
is. So you want to make him look ridiculous, do you? Why not? Heis." The Sevastokrator's eyeslit up.
As soon as he saw his objective, he planned how to reach it with asoldier's directness. " Anthimos has
charge of the Amphitheater skits. They entertain him, so he Pays attention to them. All the same, | expect
| can dideanew oneinto the list without his noticing. Have to give it an innocuoustitle so that evenif he
does spat it, he won't think anything of it. Have to find mimeswho aren't dready engaged. And
costumes—curseit, can we get costumes made in time?'

"We have to figure out what the mimes are going to do, too," Krispos pointed out.
"Aye, that's true, though Phos knows there's plenty to say about the eunuch.”
"Let me get Mavros," Krispos said. "He has an ear for scandd.”

"Does he?' Petronasdl but purred. "Y es, go fetch him—at once.”

"Now this" Mavrossaid, "iswhet | cal an Amphitheater.”

He craned his neck to peer around and up. "Only troubleis, | fed like I'm at the bottom of a soup bowl
full of people," Krigpos answered. Fifty thousand, seventy, ninety—he was not sure how many people
the enormous ova held. However many it was, they were al here today. No one wanted to missthe
Midwinter's Day fedtivity.



"I'd sooner be at the bottom than the top,” Mavros said. "Who has better seats than we do?' They were
inthe very first row, right by what was a racecourse most of the time but would serve as an open-air
stage today.

"There's dways the people on the spine.” Krispos pointed to the raised areain the center of the track.

Mavros snorted. "Y ou're never satisfied, are you?' The spine was reserved for the Avtokrator, the
Sevastokrator, the patriarch, and the chief ministers of the Empire. Krispos saw Skombrosthere, not far
from Anthimos; the vestiarios was conspicuous for his bulk and his beardless cheeks. The only menon
the spine who were not high lords or prelates were the axe-toting Halogal of the imperia guard. Mavros
nodded toward them. " See? They don't even get to sit down. Me, I'd rather be comfortable here."

"I suppose | would, too," Krispos said. "Even so—"
"Hush! They'redarting.”

Anthimos rose from histhrone and strode over to a podium set in the very center of the spine. He sillently
stood there, waiting. Quiet spread through the Amphitheater as more and more people saw him. When
al was ill, he spoke:

"People of Videssos, today the sun turnsin the sky again." A trick of acoustics carried hisvoice clearly to
the uppermost rows of the Amphitheater, from which he seemed hardly more than a bright-colored

speck in hisimperial robes. He went on, "Once more Skotos has failed to drag us down into his eterna
darkness. Let usthank Phosthe Lord of the great and good mind for delivering usfor another year, and
let us celebrate that deliverance the whole day long. Let joy pour forth unconfined!”

The Amphitheater erupted in cheers. Anthimos staggered as he walked back to his high seat. Krigpos
wondered if the acoustical trick worked in reverse, if dl the noisein the huge building focused where the
Emperor had stood. That would be enough to stagger anyone. On the other hand, maybe Anthimos had
just started drinking at dawn.

"Herewe go," Mavros breathed. Thefirst troupe of mimes, agroup of men dressed as monks, emerged
from the gate that normaly let horses onto the track. From the way one of them made apoint of holding
his nose, the horses were gill much in evidence.

The"monks" proceeded to do anumber of most unmonastic things. The audience howled. On
Midwinter's Day, nothing was sacred. Krispos peered across the track to the spine to see how Gnatios
enjoyed watching his clerics lampooned. The patriarch was paying the kit no attention at dl; hewas
leaning over to one Side of hischair so he could talk with his cousin Petronas. He and the Sevastokrator
smiled at some private joke.

When the first mime troupe left, another took its place. Thisonetried to exaggerate the excesses a one
of Anthimos revels. The people who filled the sands dternately gasped and whooped. Unlike hisuncle
and Gnatios, the Emperor watched attentively and howled laughter. Krispos chuckled, too, not least
because much of what the mimes thought wild enough to put in their act was milder than things held redlly
seen a Anthimos feadts.

The next troupe came out in striped caftans and felt hats that |ooked like upside-down buckets. The
make-believe Makuraners capered about. The peoplein the stands jeered and hissed. In his high seat on
the spine, Petronas |ooked pleased with himsdlf.

"Make the men from the west look like idiots and weaklings and everyone will be morewillingto goto
war with them,” Mavros said. He guffawed as one of the mimes pretended to relieve himsdlf into his hat.



"l suppose s0," Krispos said. "But there are afair number of people from Makuran herein the city,
rug-dedlers and ivory merchants and such. They'rejust ... people. Half the folk in the Amphitheater must
have dealt with them at one time or another. They know Makuraners arentt like this."

"| daresay they do, when they stop to think about it. How many people do you know who aways take
the time to stop and think, though?"

"Not many," Krigpos admitted, alittle sadly.

The pseudo-Makuranersfled in mock terror asthe next troupe, whose members were dressed as
Videssian soldiers, came out.

That won alast laugh and a cheer a the sametime. The "soldiers’ quickly proved no more heroic than
the Makuraners they replaced, which to Krigpos way of thinking weakened the message Petronas was
trying to put across.

Act followed act, al competent, some very funny indeed. The city folk leaned back in their seatsto enjoy
the spectacle. Krispos enjoyed it, too, even while he wished the troupes were allittle less polished. Back
inhisvillage, abig part of the fun had lain in taking part in the skits and poking fun at the ones that went
wrong. Here no one save professiona s took part and nothing went wrong.

When he grumbled about that, Mavros said, "For hundreds of years, Emperors have been putting on
spectacles and entertaining peoplein the capitd, to keep them from thinking up waysto get into mischief
for themsalves. Savefor riots, | don't think they know how to make their own entertainment any more.”
He leaned forward. " See these dancers? They come on just before that troupe the Sevastokrator hired.”

The dancers came on, went off. Krigpos paid scant attention to them. He found he was pounding hisfist
on histhigh as he waited for the next company. He made himself stop.

The mimes came onto the track afew at atime. Some were dressed as ordinary townsfolk, others, once
more, asimperia troops. The townsfolk acted out chatting among themsalves. The troops marched back
and forth. Out came atall fellow wearing theimperia rament. The soldiers sprang to attention; the
civiliansflopped down in comically overdone progtrations.

A dozen parasol-bearers, the proper imperia number, followed the mime playing the Avtokrator. But it
soon became obvious they were not attached to him, but rather to the figure who emerged after him. That
man was in afancy robe, too, but one padded out so that he looked even wider than hewastdl. A low
murmur of laughter ran through the Amphithester as the audience recognized who he was supposed to
be.

"How much did we haveto pay that mimeto get him to shave hisbeard?' Krispos asked. "Helooks alot
more like Skombroswithout it."

"He held out for two goldpieces,” Mavros answered. "l finally ended up paying him. Y ou'reright; it's
worthit."

"Aye, itis You might also want to think about paying him for aholiday away from the city till hisbeard
grows back again, at least if he wantsto live to work next Midwinter's Day," Krispos said. After a
moment's surprise, Mavros nodded.

Up on the spine, Petronas sat at ease, watching the mimes but still not seeming to pay any greet attention
to them. Krigpos admired his coolness; no one would have guessed by looking at him that he'd had
anything to do with this skit. Anthimos leaned forward to see better, curiosity on his face—whatever hed



been told about this troupe's performance, it was something different from this. And
Skombros—Skombros fleshy featureswere o il and hard, they might have been carved from granite.

The mock-Anthimos on the track walked around receiving the plaudits of his subjects. The
parasol-bearers stayed with the pseudo-Skombros, who was also accompanied by a couple of
disgusting hangers-on, one with gray hair, the other with black.

The actors playing citizenslined up to pay their taxes to the Emperor. He collected asack of coinsfrom
each one, headed over to pay the soldiers. At last the mime-Skombros bestirred himsalf. He intercepted
Anthimas, patted him on the back, put an arm around him, and distracted him enough to whisk the sacks
away. The Avtokrator's befuddlement on discovering he had no money to give histroops won loud
guffawsfrom the stands.

Meanwhile, the mime playing the vestiarios shared the sacks with histwo dimy colleagues. They fondled
the money with lascivious abandonment.

Almost as an afterthought, the pseudo-Skombros went back to the Emperor. After another round of the
hail-fellow-well-met routine he had used before, he charmed the crown off Anthimos head. The actor
playing the Emperor did not seem to notice it was gone. Skombros took the crown over to his
black-haired henchman, tried it on him. It was much too big; it hid haf the felow'sface. With ashrug, as
if to say "not yet," the vestiarios restored it to Anthimos.

The Amphitheater grew still during that last bit of business. Then, far up in the stands, someone shouted,
"Totheicewith Skombrod!" That onethin cry unleashed atorrent of abuse againgt the eunuch.

Krigpos and Mavros looked at each other and grinned. Over on the spine, Petronas kept up his pose of
indifference. The real Skombros sat very ill, refusing to notice any of the gibes hurled a him. He had
nerve, Krigpos thought grudgingly. Then Krigpos eyes did to the man for whom the skit had been put on,
the Avtokrator of the Videssians.

Anthimas rubbed his chin and stared thoughtfully from the departing troupe of mimesto Skombros and
back again. "l hope he got it,” Mavros said.

"Hegot it," Krigpos said. "He may be foolish, but he'salong way from stupid. | just hope he takes notice
of—hey!"

An gpple flung by someone farther back in the crowd had caugnt Krisposin the shoulder. A cabbage
whizzed by hisheed.

Another apple, thrown by someone with amighty arm, splashed not far from Skombros sest. "Dig up the
vestiarios bones!" awoman screeched—the Videssan call to riot. In amoment, the whole Amphitheater
was screaming it.

Petronas stood and spoke to the commander of the Haloga guards. Pale winter sun glittered on the
northerners axeblades as they swung them up over their shoulders. The Halogai yelled together, a deep,
wordless shout that cut through the cries from the stands like one of their axes cleaving flesh.

"Now for theinteresting question,” Mavros said. "Will that hold them, or will we have oursalvesan
uprising right now?'

Krigpos gulped. When he put his plan to Petronas, he hadn't thought of that. Getting rid of Skombros
was onething; pulling Videssos the city down with the eunuch was something e se again. Given the
capita's volatile populace, the chance wasredl.



TheHaoga shouted again, the threst in their voices plain asthe snarl of awolf. Another troop of
northerners, axes at the ready, tramped out onto the track from under the Amphitheater.

"There are enough people here to swamp them," Krispos said nervoudly.

"I know." Mavros seemed to be enjoying himself. "But are there enough people here willing to get
mamed doing it?'
There weren't. Insults continued to rain down on Skombros, but the missiles more tangible than insults

stopped. Findly someone ydled, "Get the soldiers off the track! We want the mimes!" Soon everyone
took up the cry: "We want the mimes! We want the mimes!"

Thistime Anthimos spoke to the Haloga commander. The warrior bowed. At hiscommand, the
northerners lowered their wegpons. The newly emerged band of imperia guards marched back through
the gate from which they had come. A moment later, afresh troupe of mimes replaced them. Cheers
filled the Amphithester.

"Fickle buggers,” Mavros said with a contemptuousjerk of hishead. "Haf an hour from now, haf of
them won't remember what they were screaming about.”

"Maybe not," Krispos said, "but Skombroswill, and so will Anthimos."
"That isthe point, isn't it?" Mavrosleaned back in hischair.

"Let'sseewhat anticsthis new bunch hasin 'em, shdl we?"

The throne in the Grand Courtroom belonged to Anthimos. Sitting in araised chair in hisown suite,
dressed in hisfull Sevastokrator's regalia, Petronas |ooked quite imperia enough, Krigpos thought from
hisplace at his master's | ft.

Helooked around. "Thisroom is different somehow," he said.

"I've screened off that part of it." Petronas pointed. Sure enough, awooden screen like the one that gave
privacy to theimperid niche a the High Templewasin place.

The openingsin the woodwork were so smdl| that Krispos could not seewhat, if anything, lay behind it.
He asked, "Why did you put the screen up?!

"Let'sjust say you're not the only one who ever comes up with bright ideas,” the Sevastokrator said.
Krispos shrugged. If Petronas didn't fedl like explaining, he could hardly force him to.

Eroulos camein and bowed to Petronas. "His Mgesty and the vestiarios are here, Highness."
"Show them in, by al means," the Sevastokrator said.

Petronas efficient steward had aready supplied Anthimaos and Skombros with goblets. The Emperor
lowered histo grin at Krigpos as he and Petronas rose in greeting. Skombros face was somber. Had he
been less practiced a schooling hisfeatures, Krispos judged, he would have looked nervoudy from one
of hisfoesto the other. Asit was, his eyesflicked back and forth between them.

Petronas welcomed him affably enough, waved him to a seat beside Anthimos, which was even more
splendid than the one in which Petronas sat—the Sevastokrator did not believe in giving unintentional
offense. After Eroulos refilled Anthimos wine cup, Petronas said, "And what can | do for you today,



nephew and Magesty?"

Anthimaos sipped, glanced from Petronas to Skombros, licked hislips, and took a hefty swig of wine.
Thusfortified, he said, "My vestiarios here would liketo, ah, try to repair any ill-feding that may exist
between the two of you. May he speak?”’

"You are my Avtokrator,” Petronas declared. "If it be your will that he speak to me, of course | shal hear
him with al the attention he merits." He turned his head toward Skombros and waited expectantly.

"I thank you, your Imperia Highness. Y ou are graciousto me," Skombros said, his sexless voice soft and
persuasive. "As

| seem somehow to have offended your Imperia Highness—and that was never my intent, for my
concern, asyours, issoldy for the comfort and especidly for the glory of his Imperia Mg esty whom we
both serve—I thought it best at thistime to offer my deepest and most sincere apologiesfor whatever |
have done to disturb your Imperial Highness tranquility and to tender my assurances that any such
disturbance was purdy inadvertent on my part and shall not be repeated.”

He paused to take a deep breath. Krispos did not blame him; he could not have brought out such along
sentence to save hislife. He doubted whether he could have written one so complex.

Petronas was more used to the grandiloquence of formal Videssian speech. Nodding to the vestiarios, he
began, "Esteemed Sr—"

From behind that newly installed screen, a soft chorus of female voices chanted, "Y ou have five chins,
and alard belly below them.” Krispos happened to be taking asip of wine; hedl but choked on it. But
for the content of what that hidden chorus sang, its response was much like that of atemple choir to the
prayersof apriest.

Skombros sat perfectly ill, but could not help the flush that rose from his neck to the roots of hishair.
Anthimoslooked about in surprise, asif unsure where the chorus was or whether hed truly heard it. And
Petronas seemed to shake himsdf. "I'm sorry,” hetold Skombros. "I must have been wool gathering.
What wasit you wanted?"

The vedtiariostried again. ™Y our Imperid Highness, | ah, wanted to gpologize for, ah, anything | may
have doneto, ah, offend you, and | certainly want to assure you |, ah, meant no harm.” Thistime,
Krigpos noted, his ddlivery wasless polished than before,

Petronas nodded. "Esteemed sr—"
"Y ou havefive chins, and alard belly below them." The voices of the chorus rang out once more.

Thistime Krisposwas ready for them and kept hisface straight. Anthimos stared again, then giggled.
Hearing that, Skombros seemed to wilt. Petronas prompted him, "Y ou were saying?'

"Doesit matter?' Skombros asked bleskly.
"Why, esteemed Sr—"
The chorustook up where the Sevastokrator |eft off: ™Y ou havefive chins, and alard belly below them.”

Anthimos giggled again, louder. Ignoring al courtly etiquette, Skombros heaved hisbulk out of hischair
and stalked toward the door. "Dear me," Petronas exclaimed as the eunuch dammed it behind him. "Do
you think | said something wrong?"



Mavros, aswas hisway, heard the newsfirgt. " Skombros resigned his position last night.”
"What, the esteemed sir?" Krispos whistled the choral response.

"Aye, the very same." Mavros laughed—that story had spread through the palace complex like wildfire.
"Not only that, he's had himsdlf tonsured and fled into a monastery. So, they tell me, have his nephew
Askyltos and his brother-in-law Evmolpos."

"If | were wearing their robes, 1'd flee to amonastery, too,’ Krispos said. " Petronas respects the good
god'sfollowers, so he might leave them there and not take their heads now thet their protector'sfallen.”

"So he might." Mavros sound regretful. Then he brightened. "Now that their protector'sfalen, who'sto
be the new vedtiarios?" Grinning, he pointed at Krispos.

"Well see. It'sthe Avtokrator's choice, of course.” For al his own good timeswith Anthimos, for all
Petronas urging, he knew the Emperor might just choose another eunuch as his new chamberlain. That
would be easiest, and Anthimos liked doing things the easiest way.

But acouple of hours|ater, while Krispos was making sure the new horseshoes on Petronas favorite
hunter were firmly nailed in place, Onorios came up to him and said, " There's a eunuch outside who
wantsto talk with you."

"Thanks. I'll seehiminaminute." Krigpos had one more hoof to check. Ashe'd expected, the blacksmith
had done agood job. Knowing was better than expecting, though. When he was through, he walked out
to see the Emperor's servant.

It wasthetdl, thin eunuch who had taken Krigposto hisfirst revel with Anthimos the summer before.
Now the fellow made no snide remarks about the smell of the stables. Instead, he bowed low. "Krigpos,
his Imperid Maesty bidsyou join his household as vestiarios, head of his domestic saff.”

"He honors me. Tell me your name, please, esteemed sir. If we are both of His Mgesty's household, |
should know you."

The eunuch straighted. "1 am caled Barsymes,”" he said with thefirst approval Krispos had heard from
him. "Now if you will follow me, ah—" He stopped, frowning. "Should | cdl you 'esteemed Sir' or
‘eminent Sr'?' Y ou are vestiarios, apost traditiondly held by an esteemed sir, and yet you—" He hesitated
again, "—you have abeard. The proper protocol isapuzzlement. "

Krispos started to laugh, then redized he would be worrying about just such concerns himsdlf in his new
post. "Either way isdl right with me, Barsymes" he said.

"I haveit!" The eunuch looked as pleased as his doleful featureswould dlow. "Now if you will comewith
me, esteemed and eminent Sir...."

Krispos obediently followed. If Barsymes had found aformulathat satisfied him, well and good. They
scuffed through snow together for awhile before Krispos said, "I hope you and your comradeswill not
be troubled, serving with ... serving with someone who has abeard.”



"It isthe Avtokrator'swill," Barsymes said, which was no answer at dl. He walked on, not looking at
Krigpos. After awhile, he decided to continue. "We do remember that you mocked Skombros for being
aeunuch.”

"Only when he mocked mefirst for being agroom,” Krigpos said.

"Yes, thereissometruthin that,” Barsymes said judicioudy, 'though by now you will have noted,
esteemed and eminent Sir, that your condition israther easier to change than Skombros." Being without
any better reply, Krigpos could only nod. He felt alittle easier when Barsymeswent on, half to himself,
"Still, you may indeed be entitled to the benefit of the doubt.” They passed through agrove of cherry
trees, bare-branched and skeletal with winter. Armed Halogal stood outside the entrance to the el egant
little building in the center of the grove.

Krigpos had seen some of them before, guarding Anthimos revels. Most of them had been drunk then.
Now they looked sober and reliable. He knew little of soldiers ways, but the difference seemed
remarkable.

Asif reading hismind, Barsymes said, "Any guard who fails of dertnesswhile protecting their Mgesty's
resdenceis forthwith banished back to Halogdand, forfeiting al pay and benefactions earned here.”

"A good plan." Krigpos wondered why it didn't hold wherever the Emperor was. Knowing Anthimos,
probably because when he was having agood time, he wanted everyone el se to have one, too.

The Halogai nodded to Barsymes and gave Krigpos curious |0oks as he walked up the stairswith the
eunuch. One of the guards said something in his own language. The others laughed. Krispos had no
trouble imagining severa rough jokes, most of them at his expense. He sighed. However much it meant to
him, this business of taking over aeunuch's post brought complications.

His eyes needed amoment to adjust to the dimmer light inside the imperial residence, and amoment
more to notice that what light there was came neither from torches nor, for the most part, from windows.
Instead, panes of aabaster scraped to trand ucent thinness were set into the ceiling.

The pale, clear light that filtered through them displayed to best advantage the treasures set dong both
sdes of the centrd hdlway. Barsymes pointed to some of them as he led Krigpos pagt. "Here is the battle
helmet of aMakuraner King of Kings, taken centuries ago after atremendous victory not far from
Mashiz... . Thisisthe chdice from which the assembled prelates of Phos drank together in ritua
renunciation of Skotos at the great synod not long after the High Temple was built... « Here isa portrait
of the Emperor Stavrakios, most often called the Conqueror. ..."

The portrait drew Krispos eye. Stavrakios wore the red boots, the imperial crown, and a gilded mail
shirt, but he did not look like an Emperor to Krispos. He looked like a veteran underofficer about to give
histroops a hard time for adoppy piece of drill.

"Comedong," Barsymes said when Krispos paused to study that tough face. He followed the eunuch
down the hall, thinking that Anthimos did not look like hisidea of an Emperor, either.

Helaughed a himsdlf. Maybe he just didn't know what an Emperor was supposed to look like.

Another eunuch heard Barsymes and Krigpos coming and stuck his head out adoorway. ™Y ou have him,
eh?' hesad. "Very wdl. HisMgesty will beglad to seehim.” If the eunuch himsdlf was glad to see
Krigpos, he concedled it magnificently.

The flow's head disappeared again. Krispos heard his voice, too low to make out words, then



Anthimos, louder: "What'sthat, Tyrovitzes? He's here? Well, bring him in." Barsymes heard, adso, and
led Krigpos forward.

Anthimos sat at asmall table eating cakes. Krigpos went down on hisbelly in afull proskyness. "Y our
Imperid Mgesty," he murmured.

"Get up, get up,” the Emperor said impatiently. "The bowing and scraping can stop when you'rein here.
Y ou're part of my household now. Y ou didn't bow and scrape when you were in your parents
household, did you?'

"No, your Mgesty," Krigpos said. He wondered what his father would have made of having his
household compared to the Avtokrator's. Most likely, Phostis would have laughed himself silly. That
Anthimas could make the comparison only showed how little he redlized what aspecid life heled.

The Emperor said, "Anything specid you think you'll need, Krispos?'

"Having you remember I'm more used to tending horses than people would help alot, your Mgesty,”
Krigpos answered. Anthimos stared at him, then let out a startled laugh. Krisposwent on, "I'm sure your
other servantswill help melearn what | need to know asfast as| can.”

Anthimaos glanced toward Barsymes. "' Of course, your Mgesty,” the eunuch said in his neutra voice.

"Good. That's settled, then,” the Emperor said. Krispos hoped it was. Anthimos went on, " Take Krispos
to hisroom, Barsymes. He can have the rest of today and tomorrow to movein; | expect the rest of you
will be ableto care for me and Daratill morning after next.”

"We shdl manage, your Magesty," Barsymes agreed. "Now if you will excuse us? Thisway, Krigpos." As
he led Krigpos down the hall, he explained, "The vestiarios bedchamber is next to that of the Avtokrator,
so that he may most conveniently attend his master at any hour of the day or night." The eunuch opened a
door. "You will stay here."

Krigpos gasped. He'd never seen such a profusion of gold and fine silks. Petronas surely had more, but
did not flaunt it so. And the featherbed in the center of the room looked thick enough to smother in.

"You will understand, | hope," Barsymes said, seeing his expression, "that Skombros, having no hope of
progeny, saw no point in sinting his persond comfort. Thefailing is not unique to us eunuchs, but is
perhaps more common among us.”

"l suppose 50, Krispos said, gtill stunned by the room's opulence. Near that fabulous featherbed, alittle
slver bell hung from ared cord that ran up into the ceiling and disappeared. He pointed to it. "What's that
for?'

"The cord runsto the imperia bedchamber next door. When that bell rings, you must attend.”
"All right." Krigpos heditated, then went on, "Thanks, Barsymes. Y ou've helped.” He held out his hand.

The eunuch took it. His pamswere smooth, but his grip showed surprising strength. "Not al of uswere
enamored of Skombros," he remarked. "If you do not despise usfor what we are, we may be ableto
work together well enough.”

"I hope s0." Krigpos was not making idle chitchat; as at Petronas stables, he knew he would fall if the
people he was supposed to oversee turned againgt him. And eunuchs, unlike the straightforward stable
hands, moved with proverbia guile; he was not sure he was ready to counter their machinations. With
luck, hewouldn't haveto.



He was relieved to escape the room that had been Skombros and was now his, though he wondered
how the ex-vedtiarios enjoyed a bare monastery cell, so different from this splendor. The image of
Stavrakios caught his eye again as he walked down the hal. Imagining what that warrior-Emperor would
have said about Skombros luxuries—or Anthimos—gave him something to smile about while he went
back to say good-bye to hisfriends and collect his belongings.

At the stables, after the inevitable round of congratul ations and backd apping, he managed to get Stotzas
off to one sdefor afew minutes. "Do you want my job now that I'm leaving?" he asked the senior
groom. "The good god knows you're the best man with horses here, and 1'd be pleased to speak with
Petronasfor you."

"You're agentleman, lad, and I'm pleased you asked, but no thanks," Stotzas said. "Y ou'reright, it'sthe
horses| fancy, and I'd have lesstimefor 'em if | had to worry about bossing the men around instead.”

Krigpos nodded. He'd thought Stotzas would say that, but he hadn't been sure; if the graybeard wanted
the job, he deserved it. Since he didn't, Krispos had someone else in mind to recommend to the
Sevastokrator.

When he got back to his apartment in the Grand Courtroom, he discovered he needed more than one
duffel bag for what he had insde. He smiled to himsalf as he went back to the stables to borrow
Petronas brown gelding onelast time. The horse snorted reproachfully as he loaded it with hisworldly
goods.

"Oh, hush," hetold it. "Better your back than mine." The horse did not seem convinced, but let him lead it
over to theimperid residence.

The bell beside Krigpos bed rang. At firgt, hetried to fit the sound into his dream. The bell kept ringing.
Hewokewith agtart. Anthimoswas cdling him!

He sprang out of bed naked, threw on arobe, shoved hisfeet into sandd's, and dashed for the imperia
bedchamber. Y our Mgesty,” he said, puffing. "How may | serve you?'

Wearing no more than Krispos had, Anthimos was sitting up in bed—a bed that looked comfortable
enough, but not nearly so magnificent as the one Krispos had appropriated from Skombros. The
Avtokrator grinned at hisnew vestiarios. "I'll have to get used to your appearing so quickly,” hesaid,
which eased Krigpos mind—he hadn't taken too long to wake, then. Anthimos went on, "Timeto face
theday."

"Certainly, your Mgesty." The eunuchs had spent the previous afternoon talking themselves hoarse about
the Emperor's routine. Krispos hoped he remembered it. Beside the bed stood a chamber pot; first things
firgt, for Emperor asfor peasant. Bowing, Krisposlifted it and handed it to Anthimos.

While the Avtokrator stood up and used it, Krigpos got him clean drawers and a fresh robe. He helped
Anthimos dress, then ceremonioudy escorted him to amirror of polished slver. Anthimos made aface a
his reflection while Krigpos combed his hair and beard. "L ooks like me," the Emperor said when hewas
done. "Eyes aren't even too bloodshot—but then, | got to deep early last night." He turned back to the
bed. "Didnt |, Dara?"'

"What'sthat?' Buried in blanketsto the crown of her head, Anthimos Empress sounded more than haf
adeep hersdf.



"Didn't | get to bed early last night?" the Avtokrator repested. "I've even found an advantage to it—my
eyeslook much clearer than usud thismorning.”

Dararolled over and sat up. Krispos did his best not to stare-like Anthimos, she dept nude. Then she
noticed him, squeaked, and yanked the blankets up to her chin.

Anthimos laughed. "No need for such worries, my dear. Thisis Krigpos, the new vestiarios."

Keeping hiseyes on hisown toes, Krigpos said in hismost forma voice, "I did not mean to startle you,
your Mgesty."

"Its—dl right," Dara said after amoment. " Seeing the beard caught me by surprise, that'sal. His
Magesty said you were awhole man, but it must have dipped my mind. Go ahead with what you were
doing; I'll summon amaidservant.” She had abdlpull on her side of the bed, too, with agreen cord. She
held the blankets in place with one hand, reached out with the other.

Krigpos fetched the Emperor's red boots from the closet and helped Anthimosinto them. They were
tight, and pulling them onto the imperial feet took some work. The maidservant camein while he was ill
fighting to get them on. She paid no attention to Krispos beard. Indeed, with him bent down in front of
the Emperor, she could hardly have noticed whether he had one—or whether he had horns and fangs, for
that matter. She chose agown from Daras closet and whisked away the bedclothes so she could dress
the empress.

Dara again glanced nervoudy toward Krispos, but relaxed when she saw him intent on his own duties.
He did hisbest to take no specia notice of her. If she had been easy in the presence of the former
vestiarios, he did not want to rob her of that ease.

At the same time, even the brief, self-conscious glimpses held had of her showed she was adazzling
young woman. Shewas small and dark, with lustrous, dmost blue-black hair that crackled as her
maidservant brushed it. She had an aquiline profile, with high, sculptured cheekbones and a strong, rather
pointed chin. Her body was aslovely as her face.

Krispos wondered why Anthimos, having such an Empress, also bedded any girl who caught hiseye.
Maybe Daralacked passion, he thought. Or maybe Anthimos was like some of Petronas stable hands,
unable to pass up any opportunity he found.

And unlike them, he found plenty—few would say no to the Avtokrator of the Videssians.

Such wherefores were not his concern, though. Getting the Emperor's boots on was. Grunting with effort,
he finaly succeeded. "Good job," Anthimos said, laughing and patting him on the head. "From al I've
heard, you had atougher time wrestling with my boots than you did with that giant Kubrati."

"Different sort of wrestling, Magesty." Krigpos had to remind himsalf what came next in theroutine. "And
now, with what would you and your lady careto break your fast?"

"A bloater for me," Anthimossaid. "A bloater and wine. How about you, my dear?"

"Just porridge, | think," Darasaid. Krigpos sympathies lay with her. Smoked and salted mackerel wasal
very well, but not hisidea of breskfast food.

He carried the imperia coupl€'s requests back to the kitchens and had abowl of porridge himself while
the cook fixed atray. "The good god be thanked his Mgesty'sin asmple mood today," the fellow said
as he poured wine from an amphorainto aslver carafe. "Have you ever tried fixing shrimp and octopus
stew while he'swaiting? Or, worse, had to go running out to try to buy oranges out of season because it



crossed his mind he wanted some?”
"Did you find any?" Krispos asked, intrigued.

"Aye, theresashop or two that sdlls ‘em preserved by magic, for those who have the urge and the
money at the sametime. Didn't cost me above twenty timeswhat they usudly run, and what sort of
thanksdid | get? Preciouslittle, I'll tll you."

Carrying thetray to adining hal not far from theimperia bedchamber, Krisposwondered if Anthimos
had even known the fruit was out of season. When would he have occasion to learn? All he needed to do
was ask for something to have it appear before him.

The Emperor devoured his bloater with lip-smacking gusto. Now, my dear,” he said to Dara, "why don't
you go and tend to your embroidery for awhile? Krigpos and | have some serious business to discuss.”

Krispos would have resented such acavdier dismissa. Whatever Darafelt, shedid not let it show. She
rose, nodded to Anthimos, and left without aword. She took as much notice of Krispos as of the chair
onwhich hesat.

"What businessisthere, your Mgesty?* Krispos asked, curious and alittle worried; none of the
Emperor's eunuchs had warned him anything specia wasin thewind.

But Anthimos answered, "Why, we have to decide what the chances will befor tonight's festivities.”

"Oh," Krigpos said. Following the Emperor's pointing finger, he saw the ball-filled crysta bowl dtting on
ashdf. Hegot it down, took apart the balls, and set their halves on the table between himself and
Anthimaos. "Where can | find pen and parchment, your Mgesty?'

"Somewhere around here," Anthimos said vaguely. While Krispos poked through drawersin a
sSdeboard, Anthimos continued, "I think the number tonight will be eeven, after the paired single pipson
the dice when someone throws Phos little suns. What goeswell with eeven?!

Krigpos found writing materials at last. "Eleven dice, your mgesty, snce the number istaken from
gambling?’

"Excelent! | knew you were clever. What e se?'

"How about—hmm—edeven mice?"

"So you want to rhyme tonight, do you? Wel, why not? | expect the servants can find eleven mice by
evening. What ese?'

They came up with eeven pounds of ice, eleven grains of rice, leven lice—"1 know the servants can find
those," Anthimos said—eleven drams of spice, deven things nice, and eeven kinds of vice. "Both of
those will send the winner to the stews,” the Avtokrator declared.

"How about eeven goldpice?" Krispos suggested when their inspiration began to flag. "It's not a perfect
rhyme—"

"Itisif you writeit that way," Anthimos said, so Krispos did.

"Your Mgesty, could | get you to think on something else about these chances for amoment?' Krispos
asked. At the Emperor's nod, he went on, Y ou might want to give them out to the entertainers along
with your guests. They're not rich; think how overjoyed they'd be to pick one of the good chances.”



Anthimos answering smile was not atogether pleasant. "Y es, and think how downcast they'd beiif they
didn't. That could be amusing, too. Well giveit atry.”

Krispos knew he hadn't got hisway for the reason he wanted, but he'd got it. Some of the jugglersand
musicians and courtesans would end up better off, and even the ones who came away from the chances
disappointed would actualy bein no worse state than before, he told himsdif.

"What's next?' the Avtokrator asked.

"I am given to understand a new Makuraner embassy has cometo the city,” Krispos said carefully. "If
you cared to, | suppose you could meet the high ambassador.”

Anthimos yawned. "Another time, perhaps. Petronas will tend to them. That's his proper function, seeing
to such tiresome details.”

"Asyou wish, your Mgesty." Krispos did not press the issue. Hed done his best to make the meeting
sound dull. He knew Petronas wanted to keep his own hands firmly on the Empirésrelationswith its
neighbors.

Instead of meeting with the Makuraner high ambassador, Anthimos went to the Amphitheater. He ate the
coarse, greasy food the vendors sold there; he drank rough wine from a cracked clay cup; he awarded
five hundred goldpiecesto adriver who'd brought his chariot from the back of the pack to first in the last
couple of laps. The crowd cheered his generosity. It dl worked well enough, Krigpos thought; they had a
symbol, Anthimos had fun, and Petronas had the government.

And what do | have? Krigposwondered. Part of the answer was plain enough: good food, good
lodging, even the ear of the Avtokrator of the Videssians—for such matters as chances at revels,
anyhow. All that was marveloudly better than the nothing with which held arrived at Videssosthe city a
few yearsbefore.

He was discovering, though, that the more he had, the more he wanted. He'd read two or three
chronicles of the Empire's past. None of them recorded the name of asingle vestiarios.

A few dayslater, Anthimos went hunting. Krispos stayed behind. Running the imperia residence, even
with the Emperor absent, was afull-time job. He was not unduly surprised when Eroulos came by alittle
before noon. Thistime Petronas steward bowed to him. "His Imperial Highnessthe Sevastokrator would
be pleased to take lunch with you, esteemed and eminent Sir, your duties permitting.”

"Of course." Krigpos gave Eroulosaquizzica look. "So you've heard my new title?"

Eroulos sounded surprised that Krispos need ask. "It's my businessto hear such things." Petronas had
heard it, too. "Ah, the esteemed and eminent vestiarios," he said, bowing back when Krispos went on
one knee before him. "Here, have some wine. How fares my nephew?"

"Well enough, Highness," Krispos said. "He showed no grest interest in making the acquaintance of the
new envoy from Makuran."

"Just aswell," Petronas said, scowling. "Therewill be war soon—if not thisyear, then the next. Probably
next year. I'll haveto take thefield in person, and to do that, | need you solidly in place with Anthimos so
he won't listen to too much nonsense while I'm away from the city in the westlands.”

Therelay the weaknessin Petronas position, Krigpos thought: while he ruled, he was not Videssos ruler.



If Anthimos ever decided to take up the reins of power for himself, or if someone else steered him, the
prestige that went with the imperid title might well make officidsfollow him rather than hisuncle.

Krigpos said, "I'm glad you place such confidence in me, Highness."

"Weve discussed why | do." Petronas suavely changed the subject, "Anthimos gainismy loss, I'm
finding. The stable hands till do their individua work well enough, but there'sless overall direction to
things without you. | asked Stotzas if he wanted your job, but he turned me down flat.”

"He did the same with me when | asked him if he wanted me to mention him to you." Krispos heditated.
"May | suggest someone ese?'

"Why not? Whom do you have in mind?"

"How about Mavros? | know he's even younger than | am, but everyone likes him. And hewouldn't be
dack; hetakes horses serioudy. HE's more area horseman than |, as a matter of fact. | got to the point
where | knew what | was doing, but he comesby it naturaly.”

"Hmm." Petronas stroked hisbeard. At last he said, ™Y ou may have something there. He's likelier than
anyone |'d thought of, at any rate. I'll see what Eroulos hasto say; he's not Mavros persond friend, as
you are. If hethinksthe youngster will answer, | may well give him atry. My thanks.”

"I'm pleased to help, evenif I'm not part of your household any more." Krispos doubted Eroulos would
have anything bad to say about Mavros. All the same, he took note of Petronas caution. Knowing
Krigpos advice was not disinterested, the Sevastokrator would not move until he heard some that was.

Another bit of business worth remembering, Krispos thought. He wondered if he'd ever have achanceto
useit.

The chance came sooner than held expected. A few dayslater, he received aletter from acertain

Y patios, asking if the two of them could meet to "discuss matters of mutua interest.” Krispos had never
heard of Y patios. Some discreet inquiry among the eunuchslet him find out that the fellow headed alarge
trading house. Krigpos arranged ameeting at the imperia residence on an afternoon when Anthimos was
watching the chariots.

Barsymes ushered Y patiosinto the antechamber where Krispos sat waiting. The man bowed. "A
pleasure to make your acquaintance, esteemed sir," he began, and then stopped, seeming to notice
Krigpos beard for thefirst time. "I meant no offense by that title, | want you to know. Y ou are vestiarios,
after dl, but | see—"

"I'm usually styled 'esteemed and eminent.' " Thisroutine, Krispos realized, was one hed need to get
used to.

Y patios quickly recovered hispoise. " 'Esteemed and eminent' it is. Very good.” The merchant was about
fifty, well fed and shrewd-looking. "As| said in my |etter, esteemed and eminent sir, | believe we have
interestsin common.”

"You sad s0," Krispos agreed. "Y ou didn't say what they were, though.”

"Onecan never tel who dl readsaletter,” Y patiossaid. "Let me explain: my sonsand | specidizein
importing fine furs from the kingdom of Agder. For sometime hisImperid Mgesty, may hisyearsbe
many, has had under consideration alaw to lower the import duties upon such furs. Hisfavorable action



upon thislaw would, I'll not deny, work to our advantage.”
"Would it?" Krispos steepled hisfingertips. He began to see in which quarter thewind lay.

Y patios nodded solemnly. "It would indeed. And my sonsand | are prepared to be generousin our
gppreciation. Asyou are in such intimate contact with his Imperid Maesty, surely you might find
occasion to suggest a course of action to him. Our own humble requests, expressed in written form,
perhaps have not had the good fortune to come under his eyes.”

"Maybe not," Krispos said. It occurred to him that even had Anthimos been the most conscientious ruler
Videssos ever knew, he would have had trouble staying up with al the minutiae of the Empire. Since
Anthimos was anything but, he undoubtedly had never seen the law he was supposed to be considering.
Krisposwent on, "Why are the duties againgt the furs so high now?"

Y patios lip curled in afine round sneer. "Who can say why stupid lawsremain in force? To make
beggars of me and my family, | suspect.” Hedid not look asif he'd be whining for crusts on a street
corner any time soon. His next words confirmed that. " Still, | might see my way clear to investing twenty
pieces of gold to repair the injustice presently on the books."

"l will bein touch with you" was dl Krigpossaid. Y patios florid facefell. He bowed hisway out.
Krigpostugged at his beard and thought for awhile. The gesture reminded him of Petronas. He decided
to call on the Sevastokrator.

"And how may | help the esteemed and eminent Sir this day?" Petronas asked. Krispos explained.
Petronas said, "He only offered you twenty? Stick him for at least apound of gold if you decideto doit.
He may squed abit, but he can afford to pay you."

"Should | do it, though?" Krispos persisted.

"For things like that, make up your own mind, lad. | don't care one way or the other—too small to worry
about. If you're not just out for the cash, maybe you should find out why the law istheway it is. That will
giveyou aclue asto whether it needs changing.”

Krigpos did some digging, or tried to. Navigating the maze of Videssan bureaucracy proved anything but
easy. The clerk of the courts referred him to the master of the archives. The master of the archives sent
him to the office of the eparch of the city. The eparch of the city's adjutant tried to send him back to the
clerk of the courts, at which point Krispos threw atantrum. The adjutant had second thoughts and
suggested he vist the customs commissioner.

The customs commissioner was not in his office and would not be back for aweek; hiswife had just had
ababy. AsKrispos grumpily turned to go, someone called, "Excdlent sir! May | help you, excdlent sir?!

Turning, Krispos found himself face to face with the customs agent whose scheme held urged on
Anthimos outside the Amphitheater. "Maybe you can," he said, not bothering to correct thefelow's use
of histitle. "Heréswhat | need ..."

"Yes, | canfindthat," the customs agent said when he was done. "A pleasure to be able to repay your
kindnessin some smdl way. Wait hereif you would, excellent Sr." He vanished into aroom filled with
boxes of scrolls. At last he reemerged, wiping dust from his hands and robe. " Sorry to be so long; things
arein afrightful muddle back there. The law you mention turns out to have been promulgated to protect
thelivelihood of trappers and hunterswho lived by the Astris River from competition from Agderian
furs"



"By the Adiris?" Krispos said. "But the Kubratoi have ruled the lands around there for hundreds of
years."

"Y ou know that, and | know that, but the law doesn't seem to have heard the news."
"It will," Krigpos promised. "Thanksfor your help.”
"After what you did for me, excdlent gir, it was my privilege.”

Krigpos went back to the imperia residence and scribbled anoteto Y patios. " Though your case has
weight, it does not yet have enough weight to go forward.” He was sure the merchant would be able to
figure out that he was talking about the weight of coins.

Sure enough, when Y patios met him again, thefirst thing he asked was, " Just how heavy does our case
have to be?'

"A pound would do nicely," Krigpos said, remembering Petronas guess. He kept his voice bland, but
waited nervoudly for Y patiosto scream at him.

Thefur sdller only sighed. "A pound it is, esteemed and eminent Sir. Y ou're till chegper to do business
with than Skombroswas.”

"Am |?' When Skombros became apriest, al hisworldly possessons wereforfeited to theimperid fisc.
They would likely keep Anthimosin revelsagood long time, Krispos thought, wondering just how many
bribes the former vestiarios had taken.

After the gold changed hands, Krispos put the proposed change to Anthimos. "Why not?" the
Avtokrator said. "Huzza' for chegper furdl” Krigpos produced the necessary document. Anthimos signed
itwithink of imperid scarlet.

Krigpos sent Petronas a dozen goldpieces. The Sevastokrator returned them with anote saying, Y ou
need these morethan | do, but I'll remember the thought." Since that was true, Krispos was glad to have
them back. And since Petronas understood why he'd sent them, he got al the benefits of generosity
without actualy having to pay for it.

The singer opened the golden ball, read " Fourteen pieces of gold," screamed—right on key—and kissed
Krigpos on the mouth. He would have enjoyed the kiss more had the singer been awoman. Other than
that, the performer's reaction left nothing to be desired. The fellow ran through the hall, musically
ghrieking at thetop of hislungs.

Fourteen goldpieces was nothing worth shrieking about for most of Anthimos guests. As Krispos had
expected, seeing someone get so excited about what they thought of as so little amused them mightily.
Moreover, what the singer now had wasn't so little for him at all.

Laughing at himself—he hadn't had to worry about kisses from men since heleft 1akovitzes
service—Krispostook along pull a hiswine. Hed learned to nurse his cups at Anthimos &ffairs.
Tonight, though, he hadn't done as good ajob as usud; he could fed his head starting to spin.

He picked hisway through the crowd back to the Emperor. "May | be excused, your Mgjesty?"

Anthimos pouted. "So early?" It was somewhere near midnight.



"Y ou have amidmorning meeting with Gnatios, if you'll remember, Mgesty.” Krigpos grinned awry grin.
"Andwhile you may be able to deep until just before the time, or even to keep the most holy sir waiting,
| haveto be up early to make sure everything is asit should be."

"Oh, very well," Anthimos said grouchily. Then hiseyeslit up. "Here, give methe bowl. I'll hand out
chances mysdlf for the rest of the evening.” That was entertainment far lessribad than most of what he
favored, but it was something new and therefore intriguing.

Krigpos gladly surrendered the crystal bowl. The cool, sweet air of the spring night helped clear hishead.
The racket from the revel faded behind him as he walked to theimperia residence. The Haoga guards
outside the entrance nodded as he went by them; they were long since used to him now.

He had just climbed into bed when the bell on the scarlet cord rang. He scowled as he scrambled into his
robe in the dark; what was Anthimos doing back in his bedchamber already? The only thing he could
think of was that the Emperor had sneaked after him to twit him for going to deep so soon. That wasthe
sort of thing Anthimos might do, but not when held been so excited about dedling out little gold balls.

Severd lamps glowed in theimperia bedroom, but Anthimos was not there. The Empress sat up in bed.
"l can't seem to get to deep tonight, Krigpos," Darasaid. "Could you please fetch me acup of wine? My
sarving maidsare dl adeep, and | heard you just coming in. Do you mind?"

"Of course not, Mgesty," Krigpos said. He told the truth—a vestiarios had better not mind doing what
the Empress of Videssos asked of him. "I'll be back directly.”

Hefound ajar of winein the dining room and poured a cup fromit. "My thanks," Darasaid when he
brought it to her. She tossed it down amost as quickly as Anthimos might have. She was as bare as she'd
been the morning Krisposfirst cameinto theimperia bedchamber, but did not bother to pull up the
shest; to her, he might aswell have been a eunuch. Holding out the cup, she told him, "Fetch me another,
please”

"Of course," he repested.

She drained the cup a second time asfast as she had the firdt, set it down empty on the night table by the
bed. "Tell me" she said, "do you expect his Imperia Mgesty to return any time soon?"

"I don't know when his Mg esty will come back," Krispos answered. "When | |eft the feast, he fill
seemed to be enjoying himsdlf."

"Oh," Darasad tondesdy. "He usudly returns not long after you do, I've noticed. Why not tonight?"

"Because | have to be up early tomorrow morning, to make sure everything isready for hisMgesty's
meeting with the patriarch. His Mg esty was kind enough to let me leave before him."

"Oh," Darasaid again. Without warning, tears started streaming from her eyes. They ran down her
cheeks and splashed on her uncovered breasts. That Krispos should see her upset bothered her more
than him seeing her nude; she choked out, "Go away!"

Hedl but fled. One foot was dready out in the hall when the Empress said, "No, wait. Come back,
please”

Reductantly he turned. He would sooner have faced awolf aone and unarmed than the distraught
Empress. But he did not dare disobey her, either. "What's wrong, your Mgesty?' he asked in the same
soft, calm tone he would have used to try to talk the wolf out of ripping his throat open. Now she raised
the sheet to her neck; if not as aman, she was aware of him as aperson rather than afaceless servant.



"What'swrong?' she echoed bitterly. "What could possibly be wrong, with me trapped herein the
imperia residence and my husband at hunts or the horse races by day and his cursed revels by night?"

"But—heisthe Avtokrator," Krispos said.

"And s0 he can do just as he pleases. | know," Darasaid. "Sometimes| think heisthe only freemanin
al the Empire of Videssos. And | am hisEmpress. Am | free? Hal A tradesman's wife has more freedom
than | do, far more."

Krispos knew she was right. Except for rare ceremonia appearancesin the Grand Courtroom, the
Empress lived asheltered, indeed a sequestered life, ways screened away from the wider world by her
maidservants and the palace eunuchs. As gently as he could, he said, "But surely you knew thiswould be
S0 when you consented to be his Mg esty's bride?’

"There wasn't much consent to it,” Darasaid. "Do you know what a bride show is, Krigpos? | was one
of along line of pretty girls, and Anthimos happened to pick me. | was so surprised, | couldn't even talk.
My father owns estatesin the westlands, not far from the border with Makuran. He was thrilled—hed
have an Avtokrator for agrandson. But |—haven't even managed—to do that as|—should have." She
dtarted to cry again.

"You ill havetime," Krispossaid. "Y ou're younger than | am.”

That distracted her, ashe'd hoped it would. She gave him asharp look, gauging hisyears. "Maybe a
little," shesaid a lagt, not fully convinced.

"I'm certain you are. And surely his Mgesty still—" He paused to make sure he used the right words,
"—caresfor you."

Daraunderstood. "Oh, aye, when he's here and not drunk adeep, or when he hasn't futtered himsalf out
with one of his doxies—or with six of them." Fire flashed through her tears; Krispos saw shehad a
temper when shelet it loose. Then her shoulders sagged and she bent her head. "But what's the use? |
haven't given him achild, and if | don't helll cast me out one of these days.”

Again, Krispos knew she was right. Even Emperorslike Anthimos, who worried about nothing, sooner
or later worried about an heir. But Daradready felt far too hurt for him smply to agree with her. Instead,
he said, "For al you know, you may be carrying the Avtokrator's son right now. | hopeyou are.”

"I may be, but | don't think | am," Darasaid. She studied him, curiosity on her face. ™Y ou sound asif you
mean it. Skombros said the same thing, but | was aways sure he waslying."

"Skombros was ambitious for his own nephew,” Krispos said. With that, he thought of his niece—no,
nieces now, held heard—back in his own village. He sent gold every year to hissster Evdokiaand
Domokos. Now that he had more, he resolved to send more.

"Yes hewas," Darasad distantly. "I'm glad hesgone." After alittle while, shewent on, "'If you fetched
me one more cup of wine, | think | could deep now, Krigpos.”

He brought the jar into the bedchamber. "If you find you need a bit more, your Mgesty, hereitis."

"Thank you, Krigpos." She gave him the cup to fill. When he handed it back, her fingers closed over his
for amoment. "Thank you, aso, for lisening to me. | think you're kind."

"l hope you do deep, Mgesty, and deep well. Shdl | blow out the lamps?!



"If you would. Leave the one on my night table burning, though, please. I'll tend to it when I'm ready.” As
Krispos bowed hisway out of the bedchamber, Dara added, "I hope you deep well, too.”

Krigpos bowed again. "Thank you for thinking of me, Mgesty." He went back to his own room. Despite
the wine held drunk at the Emperor'sfeast, helay awakefor along time,

Anthimosrosefrom hischair. "Careto comefor astroll with me, Gnatios?'

Krisposfet like pounding his head against awall. If the Avtokrator and the ecumenica patriarch were
going out walking, then three partsin four of his preparations for this meeting had been wasted effort.
Moreto the point, he could have dept an extra hour or two. A dull headache and scratchy eyestold him
he should have.

Gnatios dso rose. "Whatever your Mgesty wishes."

Maybe, Krigpos thought hopefully, he could doze for abit while his master and the patriarch talked. Then
Anthimos said, "Y ou come dong too, Krigpos.”

Thinking resentful thoughts, Krigpos came. A couple of imperia guards attached themselves to the party
as the Emperor and his companions walked outside.

Anthimos made cheerful smdl tak asheled hislittle party through the paace complex. Gnatios replies
were polite enough, but aso increasingly curious, asif he were unsure where the Emperor was going,
ether inthe sroll or the conversation. Krigpos quietly fumed. If Anthimoswas only going to burble on
about the weather, why did he need to see the patriarch at al?

The Avtokrator finally stopped in front of atumbledown building set gpart from its nearest
neighbors—not that any were very near—by athick grove of dark-green cypresses. "I've decided to
study sorcery," he declared. "After you left last night, Krigpos, a mage worked such marvel ous feats that
| decided then and there to learn how they were done."

"l see," Krigpos said. Hedid, too; it was just like Anthimos to seize on amomentary enthusiasm and ride
it till he got bored.

Gnatios said, "Forgive me, your Mgesty, but may | ask what your sudden interest in sorcery hasto do
with thiselderly temple here?*

"You seewhat it is, then, or was? Good." Anthimos beamed. "Not al sorcery iseasy or safe—you know
that aswell as|. What | propose to do, Gnatios, is knock the building down and replace it with a proper
magical study. Thesteisided, you will agree, being isolated from the rest of the palaces.”

"Y ou want to tear the temple down?" the patriarch echoed.

"That'sright. No one's used it for what must be decades. Y ou should see the spiderwebs insde. Some of
them could catch birds, | expect. It wouldn't be sacrilege or anything, redly it wouldn't." The Emperor
gmiled hismost engaging smile a Gnatios.

The ecumenicd patriarch was more than twice his sovereign's age, and agood deal more than twice as
serious as Anthimos. Nevertheless, the Emperor charmed him dmost asif he were dready using magic.
Gneatios was shaking his head, but he answered, "Pyrrhos and his narrow-minded followers will rail at
me, but technically, your Mgesty, | suppose you are correct. Very well, | agree; you may demolish this
unused temple to employ the areafor your own purposes.”



"Perhaps, your Mg esty, you could have another temple built somewhere sein the city to make up for
tearing down thisone," Krispos put in.

"An excdlent notion," Gnatios said. "Will you pledge to do thet, your Mgesty?!

"Oh, certainly,” Anthimos said. "Krigpos, seeto it that the logothetes at the treasury know to set aside
fundsfor anew temple. Well knock down thisold ruin one day next week, then. Gnatios, | want you to
be here."

Gnatios ran ahand over his shaven head. "Asyou wish, your Mgesty, but why am | required?”

"Why, to say aprayer while the temple gets demolished, of course” Anthimos flashed his charming smile
agan.
Thistime, it did not work. Gnatios dowly shook his head. "Y our Mgesty, | fear | cannot. Thereisinthe

liturgy aprayer for the construction of atemple, but we have not inherited from our forefathers a prayer
over the demolition of atemple.”

"Theninvent one" Anthimos said. "Y ou areagresat scholar, Gnatios. Surely you can find words that will
please the good god.”

"How can he be pleased that one of histemplesis destroyed?’ the patriarch said. "Because thetempleis
old and haslong stood vacant, he may tolerateit, but | dare not ask him to do more than that.”

"Because thisoneis being torn down, helll soon have anew one that won't be empty,” Krispos said.

Gnatios gave him an unfriendly look. "I will joyfully pray at the erection of the new. | would do soin any
event. But at the loss of atemple—no, | cannot pray over that."

"Maybe Pyrrhoswould," Krispos said.

"No. Herewe would agree ... or would we?' Gnatios was as much politician as prelate. That undid him
now. Moreto himsdf than to Krispos or Anthimos, he went on, "Who knows what Pyrrhos might do to
ganimperid favor for hisfanaticiam?' After another pause, he said sourly, "Oh, very well, your Mgesty,
you shdl have your prayer from me."

"Splendid,” Anthimossaid. "'l knew | could rely on you, Gnatios."

The patriarch set hisjaw and nodded. Happily clapping him on the shoulder, Anthimos started back to
theimperid residence. Gnatios and Krigpos trailed dong behind the Emperor. Gnatios said softly, "1 wish
you would have kept your mouth shut, vestiarios.”

"l servemy master,” Krigpossaid. "I | can help him get what hewants, | will."

"Heand | will both look like fools because of this ceremony he's asked for,” Gnatios said. "Isthat your
idea of good service?'

Krispos thought Gnatios worried more about Gnatios than about Anthimos, but al he said was, "His
Magesty doesn't seem worried." Gnatios sniffed and stamped on ahead of him, blue boots scuffing

flagstones.

A week later, asmdl crowd of priests and officids gathered for the function the Emperor had demanded.
Petronas was not there; he was closeted with the Makuraner envoys. He had red work to do, Krispos

thought.



Anthimoswalked up and said, "Krigpos, this chap with meis Trokoundos, the mage who will be
ingtructing me. Trokoundos, thisis my vestiarios, Krigpos. If Trokoundos needs funds to secure
apparatus or mystical goods, Krispos, make sure he haswhat he asksfor.”

"Very well, your Mgesty." Krispos eyed Trokoundos with suspicion. Someone else who wants a grip
on the Emperor, he thought indignantly. The anger that surged through him brought him up short; al at
once, he understood how Petronas felt about his nephew.

Trokoundos looked straight back at Krigpos, his eyes heavy-lidded and clever. "1 will see you often, for |
have much to teach hisMgesty," he said. His voice was deep and rich. It did not suit hisframe—he was
only of medium height and on the thin Side. He shaved his head like a priest, but wore arobe of amost
unpriestly orange.

"A pleasureto meet you, mage." Krigoos cool voice gave hiswordsthelie.

"And you, eu—" Trokoundos stopped short. He'd started the same rude rejoinder Krispos had used
against Skombros, only to notice, too late, that it did not gpply. "And you, vestiarios," he amended
lamdly.

Krigpos smiled. He was glad to find the mage human enough to missthings. "My title is esteemed and
eminent sir," he said, rubbing Trokoundos nosein the mistake.

"Ah, here comes Gnatios," Anthimos said happily. Krispos and Trokoundos both turned to watch the
patriarch approach.

Gnatios stopped in front of the Avtokrator and prostrated himsalf with grim dignity. "I have composed
the prayer you required of me, your Magesty," he said as herose.

"By al means say it, then, so the workmen may begin,” the Emperor said.

Gnatios faced the temple to be torn down. He spat on the ground in rejection of Skotos, then raised his
hands to the sky.

"Glory to Phosthe long-suffering at al times," he declared, "now, forever, and through eons upon eons.
So may it be."

"Somay it be," the assembled dignitaries echoed. Their voices were less hearty than they might have
been; Krispos was not the only one who glanced over to see how the Emperor would respond to a
prayer that as much as said Phos had to be patient to put up with hiswhims.

Theimplied criticism sailed past him. He bowed to Gnatios. " Thank you, most holy sr. Just what the
occasion demanded.” Then hecaled, "Gotoit, lads," to the band of workmen standing by the temple.

The workers attacked the dilapidated old building with picks and crowbars. The ceremony over, court
officers and prel ates began drifting away. Krigpos started to follow Anthimos back to theimperid
residence when Trokoundos put a hand on hisarm. He pulled free. "What do you want?' he asked

roughly.
"I need enough money to purchase several hundred sheets of parchment,” the mage answered.
"What do you need with severd hundred sheets of parchment?'

"I have no need of them,” Trokoundos said. "His Mg esty does. If hewould be amage, hefirst must
need copy out in his own hand the spells he will thereafter employ.” He set hands on hips, plainly



expecting Krigpos to say no—and ready to go to Anthimoswith the tale.
But Krigpos said, "Of course. I'll have the money sent to you straightaway.”
"Y ou will?" Trokoundos blinked. His belligerent air vanished.

"Infact,” Krigposwent on, "if you want to come to the residence with me, I'll give you the gold right now;
I'll takeit from the household chest.”

"Y ou will?" Trokoundos said again. Those heavy-lidded eyes widened. "Thank you very much. That's
most gracious of you.”

"l serve hisMagesty," Krigpos said, as he had to Gnatios. "How much do you think you'll need?!
However much it was, he would cheerfully pay it. If Trokoundos was going to set Anthimosto
transcribing severa hundred pages worth of magica spells, he thought, the Avtokrator would not stay
interested in sorcery for long. And that suited Krispos just fine.

"Gnatiosis not happy with you," Petronas said a couple of days later, when Krigpos found a chanceto
tell him how the ceremony had gone.

"Why, Highness?" Krigpos asked. "I didn't think it was amatter of any importance, especidly since
Anthimosis going to build another temple to take the place of the one that got knocked down."

"Put that way, you'reright." Despite reassuring words, Petronas sill studied Krispos through narrowed
eyes. "My cousin the patriarch, though, is, shall we say, unused to being faced down in front of the
Emperor and having to do something he did not care to do in consegquence.”

"l wasn't trying to embarrass him," Krispos protested.

"Y ou succeeded neverthdess,” Petronas said. "Well, let it go. I'll soothe Gnatios ruffled festhersfor him.
| didn't think you were quite o good at getting folk—especidly astrong-willed fellow like my cousn—to
go dong with you."

"Oh," Krispos said. "Y ou wanted me to be vestiarios because you thought 1'd be able to help get
Anthimosto do what you wanted. Why are you angry if | can do the same thing with someone elsefor

hisMgesty?'
"I'm not angry. Merely ... thoughtful," the Sevastokrator said.

Krispos sghed, but consoled himsalf by remembering that Petronas never had trusted him much. He
didn't think thislatest brush would hurt his stlanding with Anthimos uncle.

Petronas went on, "What's this| hear about some wizard sucking up to the Emperor?

"Oh, that. | think | took care of that." Krigpos explained how he'd given Trokoundos exactly what he
wanted.

The Sevastokrator laughed out loud. "Y ou'd kill acat by drowning it in cream. That's better than | would
have done; I'd have just sent the beggar packing, which would have made Anthimos sulk. And | don't
need him sulking right now."

"The talks with the Makuraners aren't going well?" Krigpos asked.



"They're not the problem,” Petronas said. "The Makuranerslike talk as much aswe Videssians, and
that's saying something. | just need to keep them talking awhile longer, till I'm ready to fight. But | don't
liketherumbles| hear out of Kubrat. Maomir's stayed quiet ever since old Omurtag died. If he decided
to art raiding us now, then the war with Makuran might have to wait, and | don't want it to wait. I've
waited too long already. " He pounded afist down on the padded arm of his chair.

Krispos nodded. Thinking of nomad horsemen sweeping down from the north could make him shiver
even now. Andif Videssos armieswere fully engaged in the far west, raids from Kubrat could reach all
the way down to the walls of Videssosthe city. The capital had stood Kubrati siege a couple of times.
Hewondered if the frontier with Kubrat wasn't more important than the one with Makuran, which would
stay peaceful for awhileif Petronas didn't ir it up.

Was heright? He wasn't sure himself; as the Sevastokrator had warned him, he'd had no practice making
that kind of judgment. Maybe it wouldn't matter either way; maybe the Kubratoi would let themselves be
bought off, asthey sometimes did. He hoped so. Thingswould be smpler that way.

The higher held risen, though, and the closer held cometo red power, the more complicated things
looked.

Anthimos kept at his magical studies with a persistence that startled Krispos. While his new sanctum rose
from the ruins of the temple, he transcribed texts at the imperia residence. Krigpos had to go over to the
clerks who scribbled by the Grand Courtroom to find out how they got ink off their fingers. When he
fetched back some small pumice stones, Anthimos praised him to the skies.

"That's plenty for today," the Emperor said one hot, muggy summer afternoon, coming out of his study
wringing hiswriting hand. "All work makes aman dull. What do we have laid on for tonight?

"Thefeast features atroupe that performswith large dogs and tiny ponies,” Krispos answered.

"Doesit? Well, that should give the servants something new to clean up.” Anthimos started down the hall.
"Which robe have you chosen for me?"

"The blue silk. It should be coolest in thisweather. Excuse me, your Mgesty,” Krispos called to the
Emperor'sretreating back, "but | believe you've forgotten something.”

Anthimos stopped. "What's that?"

"Your fingers are still stained. Y ou forgot to pumice them, you want people to say the Avtokrator of the
Videssansis his own secretary? Here, let me fetch you astone.”

Anthimos looked down at hisright hand. "I did forget to clean off, didn't 17" Now it was histurn to make
Krigpos pause. "Y ou needn't bring me the pumice stone. | can teke care of thismysdlf, | think."

I ntense concentration on hisface, the Emperor spread the ink-stained fingers of hiswriting hand. He
waved hisleft hand above it and raised his voice in arhythmic chant. Suddenly he cried out and clenched
both hands into fists. When he opened them, they were both clean.

Krispos made the sun-sign over hisheart. "You did it!" he exclaimed, then hoped he didn't sound as
surprised as hefelt.

"| certainly did," Anthimossaid smugly. "A smal application of the law of contagion, which Satesthat
objects once in contact may continue to influence one another. Asthat pumice had so often scoured my



fingers, | Smply re-created the cleansing action by magica means.”

"I didn't redlize you could start working magic before you had al your spells copied out,” Krigpos said.
"Do you want me to take the pumice stones back to the clerks | got them from?"

"No, not yet. For onething—" The Emperor grinned asmall-boy grin, "—Trokoundos doesn't know |
am working magic. | don't think I'm supposed to be. For another, cleaning my hands that way was alot
harder than smply scraping off the ink. | wanted to show off for you, but it wore me out. And | don't
want to be worn out, not when there will be so many interesting women at the revelstonight. There will
be, won't there, Krigpos?!

"Of course, your Mgjesty. | dwaystry to please you that way." Once more, Krispos wondered why
Anthimos couldn't give, if not al, at least most of his attention to Dara. If nothing else, he'd have a better
chance of begetting alegitimate heir if he spent sometime with hisown wife. It was not asif shewere
undesirable, Krigpos thought—quite the opposite, in fact.

Whatever Anthimos newfound sorcerous talents, he could not read minds. At the moment, perhaps, that
wasjust aswell. The Avtokrator went on, "'l can hardly wait to show off my magecraft at afeast. For
that, though, I'll need something rather more impressive than cleaning my hands without pumice. | tried
something once, and it didn't work."

"You did?' Now Krisposdidn't careif he sounded appalled. A mage who botched a spell was apt to be
in even more immediate need of an heir than an Avtokrator. "What did you do?"

Anthimos looked sheepish. "I tried giving wingsto one of thelittle tortoisesthat crawl through the
gardens. | thought it would be amusing, flying around insde the hadl where | usudly have my feasts. Buit |
must have done something wrong, because | ended up with a pigeon with a shell. Promise me you won't
tell Trokoundos?'

"Y ou'relucky you didn't end up shifting the shell to your own foolish face," Krispos said ernly.
Anthimos shifted from foot to foot like a schoolboy taking a scolding he knew he deserved. Ashad
happened so often before, Krispos found he could not stay angry at him. Shaking his head, he went on,
"All right, I won't tell Trokoundosif you promise me you'll stop mucking about with things you don't
understand.”

" won't,” Anthimos said. He had gone off to look at the robe he would wesr to the evening'sfestivities
before Krigpos noticed he hadn't quite made a promise. Even if he had, Krispos doubted he would have
taken it serioudy enough to keep. Anthimosjust did not believe anything bad could ever happen to him.

Krigpos knew better. If growing up on afarm had done nothing else for him, it had done that.

The bell beside Krispos bed tinkled softly. He woke up muttering to himsalf. When Anthimosheld a
feast, he was expected to roister along with the Emperor—and the Emperor was better than he a doing
without deep. When Anthimos spent anight with Darain the imperid residence, Krigpos expected to
have the chance to catch up on hisrest.

Even as he dipped arobe over his head, he knew he was not being fair. Though he'd got into the habit of



keeping alamp burning al night long to help him dress quickly in case the Avtokrator needed him,
Anthimos seldom cdled him after he'd gone to bed. But tonight, he thought grouchily, only went to show
that seldom didn't mean never.

He walked out hisdoor and four or five steps down the hall to theimperia bedchamber. That door was
closed, but alight showed under it. He opened the door. Anthimos and Dara turned their heads toward
him.

He stopped in histracks and felt hisface go flame-hot. "Y -your pardon, | pray," he ssammered. "l
thought the bell summoned me."

"Don't go away, & least not yet. | did cal you," the Emperor said, cam asif held been interrupted playing
draughts—or at one of hisrevels. After that first startled glance toward the door, Daralooked down at
Anthimaos. Her long dark hair, undone now, spilled over her shoulders and veiled her so that Krispos
could not see her face. Anthimos brushed some of that shining hair away from his nose and went on,
"Fetch mealittledlive ail, if you please, Krigpos, that's agood fellow.”

"Yes, your Mgesty," Krispos said woodenly. He hurried out of the bedchamber. Behind him, he heard
Anthimos say, "Why did you dow down, my dear? That was nice, what you were doing."

Hefound ajar of oil faster than he really wanted to. In truth, he did not want to go back to the
bedchamber at al. Seeming a eunuch around Dara had been smple at first, but less easy after that night
when shefirst let him see her as a person rather than an Empress. Now ... now he would have trouble
not imagining hisbody in place of Anthimos under hers.

As hewent back down the hall, he wondered what she thought. Maybe she was used to this, as
Anthimoswas. In that case, she would aso be used to taking no notice of what servantsimagined.
Probably just aswell, he thought.

He paused in the doorway. "Took you long enough,” Anthimos said. "Don't just stland there, bring the all
over to me. How do you expect meto get it when you're haf amile avay?'

Krigpos reluctantly approached. Daras head was lowered; her hair hid her face from him again. Hedid
not want to speak or force her to notice his presence any more than she had to. Without aword, he held
out the jar to the Avtokrator.

Anthimos dipped hisfingersintoit. "Y ou can set it on the night table now, Krispos, in case we want more
later on." Krigpos nodded, did as he wastold, and got out, but not before he heard the tiny smooth
sound of Anthimos dickened fingers diding over Daras skin.

He threw himself back into bed with what he knew was atogether unnecessary violence, and lay awake
for along time, saring a the ceiling. Theflickering shadowsthe lamp cast there dl looked lewd.
Eventudly it began to rain. The soft patter of raindrops on roof tileslulled himto deep at last.

Hejerked in dismay when the bell woke him the next morning; returning to the Emperor's chamber was
the last thing he fdlt like doing. What he felt like doing, however, maitered not in the least to Anthimos.
The bell rang again, louder and more ingstently. Krispos pulled on a clean robe and went to do his
measter's bidding.

But for the jar of olive oil on thetable by the bed, the previous night might not have happened. Asfar as
Anthimos was concerned, it plainly hadn't. "Good day,” he said. "Rain, | see. Do you think it'sjust a
shower, or isthe fall wet season coming early thisyear?'



"It1l hurt the harvest if it is" Krigpos answered, relieved to be able to talk dispassonately. "Do you prefer
the purple robe today, your majesty, or the leek green?”

"Thegreen, | think." Anthimos got out of bed and gave an exaggerated shiver. "Brr! Fdl certainly seems
to beintheair. Good thing for the heating ducts this building boasts, or | 'd have to start thinking about
deegping in clothes" He glanced over a Dara, who was till under the covers. "That would be no fun at
al, would it, my dear?

"Whatever you say." The Empress reached out adim arm and tugged on the bellpull for amaidservant.

Anthimos sniffed. Helet Krispos dress him and help him on with hisboots. "I'm for breskfast," he
announced. Helooked over a Daraagain and frowned. "Aren't you coming, dugabed?’

"Presently.” The Empress serving girl had comein, but she showed no sign of being ready to get up.
"Why don't you start without me?"

"Oh, very well. Krigpos, ask the cook if he has any squab inthelarder. If he does, I'll have acouple,
roasted, with ajar of that sweet golden Vaspurakaner wine that goes so well with them.”

"Il inquire, your Mgety."

The cook had squab. He grinned at Krigpos. "With dl the statues and towersin the city to draw pigeons,
not likely | wouldn't. Roasted, you said his Mgesty wants 'em? Roasted they'll be.”

Krigposfetched Anthimosthe little birds, aong with bread, honey, and the wine held asked for. The
Avtokrator ate with good appetite, then rose and said, "I'm off to be sorcerous.” Daraand her
maidservant came into the dining room just as he was going out. His voice echoed through the central
halway: "Tyrovitzes Longinos Fetch umbrellas, and smartly. | don't proposeto swimto my little
workshop."

The eunuchs sanda's dapped on the marble floor asthey hurried to obey. Krispos asked Dara, "What
would you carefor thismorning, your Mgesty?"

"I'm not very hungry," she answered. " Some of this bread and honey should do well enough for me."

Sheonly picked at it. "Can | get you anything else, your Mgjesty?' the serving maid asked. "Y ou're not a
bird, to stay dive on crumbs."

Daralooked at the crust she was holding, then set it down. "Maybe amuskmelon would suit me better,
Verina—stewed, | think, not raw."

"I'll get one for you, Mgesty.” Verinastood up, impudently wrinkled her nose. "I'll spend thetimeit's
stewing gossiping with the cook. Phestos knows everything that goes on here three days before it
happens.”

"Niceto think someone does." Daralistened to Verinas steps fading down the hal, then said quietly,
"Krigpos, | want you to know | did not expect An—his Mgesty to summon you last night. If you were
embarrassed, | can only say I'm sorry. | was, t0o."

"Oh." Krigpos thought about that for awhile, thought about how much he might safely say to evena
contrite Empress. Findly he continued, "It was alittle awkward, being treated asif | were only a—a
convenience.”

"That'swell said." Daras voice stayed low, but her eyes blazed. She clenched her handstogether. "That's



just how Anthimos tregts everyone around him—as a convenience, atoy for hisamusement, to be put
back on the shelf to it until he fedslike playing with it again. And by the Lord with the great and good
mind, Krigpos, | am no toy and | am sick to death of being used asone."

"Oh," Krigpos said again, in adifferent tone. When angry, Darawas indeed no toy; she reminded him of
Tanilis, but a Tanilisyoung and unskilled. Nor did the memory of her anger sustain her onceit was gone,
as Tanilis did. Tanilis never would have let the Emperor keep her in the background like this.

"It was bad enough with Skombros, those tiny eyes staring and staring from that fat face," Darasaid, "but
after awhile| got used to him and even pitied him, for what could he do but stare?"

Krispos nodded; he remembered having the same thought, watching the former vestiarios at thet first
revel he'd been to. Darawent on, "But better he should have done without the oil, Krispos, or gotten it
himself, than to have you bring it, you who have no need of such spectacles, who arewhole and in every
way as aman should be—" She broke off abruptly and stared down at her hands.

| knew before last night that your Mg esty was beautiful,"

Krispos said softly. "Nothing | saw then makes me want to change my mind." He heard footfalsin the
hall and raised hisvoice. "Here comes that melon. | hope you like it better than the bread and honey.”

The Empress shot him agrateful look. "1 think | will, thank you." Verinacamein, uncovering the bowl in
which the sewed muskmelon lay. "And thank you, Verina. That smellslovdy.”

"l hopeit pleases you." The maidservant beamed as she watched her mistress et the whole melon. "All a
matter of finding out what you want, isn't it, your Mgesty?"

"Soitis, Verina Soitis" Darasaid. Shedid not look at Krispos; she knew how tiny and fragile abubble
privacy wasin the palaces. For his part, Krispos understood for a new reason why vestiarioi were
traditionaly eunuchs.

"Stand aside there, you lumbering blond barbarians, or I'll turn thelot of you into yellow eddl™

Krigpos watched with amusement asthe Halogai scrambled out of Trokoundos way. Despite the mage's
big, booming voice, the northerners were far more imposing men than he, dl at least ahead taler and
twice asthick through the shoulders. But they did not care to find out whether he meant hiswords
literdly.

Trokoundos stamped up the broad steps. Water flew from puddies on them at every step. "Y ou move,
too," he snarled at Krispos.

"Wipe your boots on thisrug herefirgt,” Krigpos said. Glowering, Trokoundos obeyed. He trod so hard
that Krigpos suspected he wished he weren't stepping on mere carpet. "What's the trouble?' Krigpos
asked. " Shouldn't you be closeted with the Emperor?”

"He's given me the sack, that's what the troubleis,”" the mage said. "1 just spent seventeen goldpieces on
new gear, too, and | expect to get paid back. That'swhy I'm here.”

"Of course, if you can show me receipts for what you bought,” Krigpos said.

Trokoundosrolled hiseyes. "It would take a stronger wizard than | even dreamed of being to get money
from anyone in the government without recel pts—think | don't know that? Here you are. He pulled



severd folded pieces of parchment from the leather wallet he wore at his belt.

Krigposfet hislips move as he added up the sums. He checked himsdlf, then said, "Seventeeniitis.
Comedong withme; I'll pay you right now."

"Good," Trokoundos growled. "Then I'll never have to come back here again, so | won't run the risk of
bumping into his damnfoolness of aMaesty and telling him just exactly what | think of him."

Hearing aloud, unfamiliar voice coming down the hal, Barsymes peered out of adining room to seewho
it was. Hearing what the loud, unfamiliar voice had to say about hislord and master, the eunuch
squeaked and pulled his head back in.

Krispos opened a strongbox and counted out coins. Trokoundos snatched them from his hand. "Now
I'm not out anything but my patience and my digestion,” he said, putting them into hiswallet one by one.

"May | ask what went wrong?' Krigpos said. "From what his Mgesty's been saying, he'sfet hes made
good progress.”

"Oh, he has. HE's apromising beginner, maybe even better than promising. He can be very quick when
he wantsto be, and he has a good head for remembering what he learns. But he wants everything at
once."

That sounded like Anthimos, Krispos thought. He asked, "How s0?"

"Now that he has some of the basics down, he wantsto leap Straight into mgjor conjurations—nblasting
fires, demons, who knowswhat will cross hismind next? Whatever it is, it's sure to be something big
enough and difficult enough to be dangerousiif anything goeswrong. | told him as much. That'swhen he
sacked me."

"Couldn't you have guided him through some of the things he wanted to do, repaired any mistakes he
might have made?'

"No, for two reasons. For one, | wouldn't let any other apprentice ask that of me, and his Imperia
Magesty Anthimos HI isno Avtokrator of magic, just another ‘prentice.” Krigpos dipped his head to
Trokoundas, respecting him very much for that. The mage went on, "For another, I'm not sure | could
repair some of the things he wantsto try if he botches them as badly as a'prentice can. To be frank with
you, esteemed and eminent Sir, | don't redlly careto find out, either.”

"What happensif he goes on without you?' Krigpos asked in some darm. "Ishelikdy to kill himself and
everyonefor haf amilearound?' If he was, then thiswould be one time for Petronas to clamp down
hard on his nephew.

But Trokoundos shook hishead. "I don't think there's much danger of that. Y ou see, as soon as he
leaves hislittle laboratory today, al his books of spellswill go blank. HEs not the firgt rich dilettante I've
tried to teach. There is magic to reconstitute them, but it has to be performed by the owner of the books,
and it'snot easy to work. | don't think his Mgesty's quite up to it, and | doubt he'd have the patience to
retranscribe the texts by hand.”

"l didn't think held do it the first time," Krigpos agreed. " So you've left him without magic? Won't he just
find himsdlf another mage?"

"Evenif hedoes, hell ill haveto start over from the beginning. But no, he's not atogether bereft—hell
gtill be able to use whatever he has memorized. Phoswilling, that'll be enough to keep him happy.”



Krigpos considered, then dowly nodded. "I suspect it may. Most of what he wanted with it wasto
impress people at hisfeasts."

"I thought as much," Trokoundos said scornfully. "He doesn't have abad head for it, or wouldn't, but
there's no disciplineto him. Y ou can't succeed at anything unless you're willing to put in the hard work
you need to learn your craft.” He glanced at Krigpos. "Y ou know what I'm talking about, | think."

"I've done some wrestling," Krigpos said.

"Then you know, dl right." Trokoundos gaze sharpened. "I remember—you're the one who best that
Kubrati, aren't you?Y ou weren't vestiarios then. | might have connected the name with the story sooner
if I hadn't seen you in your fancy robesdl thetime.”

"No, | wasn't vestiarios, just agroom,” Krigpos said. He smiled, both at Trokoundos and at the way his
fortunes had changed. "'l didn't think | was just agroom then, if you know what | mean. | grew upon a
farm, s0 anything else looked good by comparison.”

"I've heard that said, yes." The mage studied Krigpos; as he had sometimes with Tanilis, he got the odd
feding he was transparent to the man. "1'd teach you sorcery if you wanted meto. Y ou'd do what was
needed, | think, and not complain. But that isn't the craft you're learning, isit?'

"What do you mean?" Krigpos asked. Trokoundos was aready on hisway out the door and did not
answer. "Cursed wizards aways want the last word,”" Krigpos muttered to himsdif.

Anthimos was wild with fury when he discovered dl his hard-won spells had disappeared. "I'll have that
bastard'sballs," he shouted, "and his ears and nose, too!"

Normally not a bloodthirsty soul, he went on about pincers and knives and red-hot needles until Krispos,
worried that he might redlly mean it, tried to cdm him by saying,"Y ou're probably just aswdll rid of the
mage. | don't think your uncle would like you studying anything as dangerous as sorcery.”

"To theice with my uncle, too!" Anthimos said. "He's not the Avtokrator, and | bloody well am!™ But
when he sent asquad of Halogai to arrest Trokoundos, sending a priest with them in case he resisted
with magic, they found his house empty. "Knave must have fled to the hinterland,” the Emperor declared
with some satisfaction when they brought him the news. By then his usua good humor had returned. *'|
daresay that's worse punishment than any | could inflict.”

"Aye, good riddance to bad rubbish,” said Krigpos, who had quietly sent word to Trokoundos to get out
of the city for awhile.

To Krigpos surprise and dismay, Anthimos did start recopying histome of spells. He never quite quit
transcribing, elther, but before long the pace of hiswork dowed to acrawl. He turned one of hisrevels
ingde out with aspell that made cabbage intoxicating for anight and left wine mild asmilk. ™Y ou see?' he
triumphantly told Krispos the next morning. "I am amage, even if that stinking Trokoundos tried to keep
me from being one. Did you hear how they cheered me last night when the wizardry worked just as| said
it would?'

"Yes, your Mgesty," Krigpos said. His ssomach rumbled like distant thunder. HEd eaten too much
cabbage the night before. Given achoice, he would far soon have got drunk on wine.

Had he got drunk on wine, he might have chewed cabbage |eaves to ease his morning-after pains. He
wondered if acup of wine would cure a cabbage hangover. Laughing, he decided to find out.



Midwinter's Day came and went. One whole section of the Amphitheater wasfull of soldiers. Assoon as
the roads froze after the fdl rains, Petronas had begun cdling in levies from the eastern provinces for his
war on Makuran. They made araucous audience, drinking hard, then cheering and booing each skit as
the fancy—or the wine—seized them.

The hangover that bedeviled Krigpos the morning after Midwinter's Day had nothing to do with
cabbage—and did not want to yied to it, either. The wines he drank now were smoother and sweeter
than the ones held quaffed on holidays past, but that did not mean they were exempt from giving
retribution.

Nor did it mean he wanted to go back to the rougher vintages he'd formerly known. Y patios was far
from the only prominent man willing, and eager, to pay for influence with the Emperor. Some he could
not help; some he did not want to help. He refused their gold. What he took in from the rest made him
well-to-do, even by the standards of Videssosthe city.

He bought a horse. He took Mavros aong when he went to the market not far from the Forum of the
Ox. "Niceto know you have confidence in me," Mavros said. "L et's see what kind of horrible screw |
can gtick you with."

"l likethat," Krigpossaid. "Isthat your way of showing thanks for getting named chief groom?"

"Now that you mention it, yes. Thejob's too much like work; I liked lying around on my arseasa
patharios alot better. If | weren't working with horses, | really would resent you."

"What would your mother say if she heard you talking so fondly of shirking?”
"What she usualy says, | expect—stop complaining and get to it."

Thefirst dedler they tried was a plump little man named | bas whose eyes were so round and moist and
trustworthy that Krigpos grew wary at once. The horse trader bowed low, but not before he had
checked the cut and fabric of their robes. "If you are seeking ariding animal, my masters, | can show you
amagnificent gelding not above seven yearsold," he said.

"Yes, show us," Mavrossaid.

On seeing the animal, Krispos was encouraged. Magnificent was too fine aword for it, but he'd expected
asmuch; selers of horseflesh sucked in hyperbole with their mother's milk. But the horse'slimbs were
sound, its dark roan coat well tended and shining.

Mavros only grunted, "Let's see the teeth.”

Nodding, Ibas walked with him up to the animal's head. ™Y ou see" he said while Mavros made his
examination, "the four middle teeth in each jaw are nicely ova, and the mark—or cavity, as some call
it—in the center of each tooth is quite as deep and dark asit should be."

"l see ahorsewith amouth full of spit,” Mavros complained.

He looked thoughtfully at the small gap between the horse's upper and lower incisors. " Perhaps welll be
back another day, master Ibas. Thank you for showing him to us." Politely but firmly, he steered Krispos
toward another dedler.

"What was wrong with him?" Krispos asked. "I rather fancied hislooks.”
"Seven, Ibas claimed? That horseistwelveif he'saday. Good old master Ibasiswhat they cdl a



prelate—he takes away hishorses ans, usudly with afile. He has a nice touch; with the anima's mouth
sowet, | couldn't quite be sure of the rasp marks. But if you file down a horse's front teeth to give them
the proper shape for ayoung anima, they won't quite meet, becauise you haven't done anything to the
teeth in the back of the horse's mouth. And if Ibas has one like that, hell have half a dozen, so we don't
want to do businesswith him."

"I'm glad yourewith me," Krigpos said. "'l might have bought the beast, for | did like him."

"Sowould |, were he sold for what hewas. But to try to knock five years off him—no. Don't look so
glum, my friend. Theré's more horsesto suit you than just that one. All we haveto do is keep looking."

Look they did, all that day and part of the next. At length, with Mavros approval thistime, Krispos
bought abay gelding of about the same age as Ibas had claimed for the roan. "By the teeth, thisone
redly isseven or eight,” Mavros said. "Not abad anima at al. He wouldn't be the worst-looking horsein
Petronas stable—along way from the best, but not the worst either.”

"The best-looking anima in that stable is Petronas show horse, and | wouldn't race him against a
donkey," Krispos said.

"Something to that, too." Mavros patted the bay's neck. "I hope he servesyou well.”

"Sodol." Evenif the gelding spent most of thetimein the stable, asit might very well, Krisposwas
pleased just to have it. Owning a horse was another sign of how far hed come. No onein hisvillage had
owned ahorsetill they beeat the Kubratoi; afterward, the animals had been owned in common. In the city,
he'd cared for other peopl€'s horses and borrowed them when he needed to ride.

Now he had one of his own, and the handsin the imperial stables could seeto its day-to-day care. That
wasn't the proper attitude for anoble, but he didn't care. Nobles tended animals because they wanted to,
not because they had to. Having had to, he didn't want to, not any more.

"What will you cal him?' Mavros asked.

"I hadn't thought." Krigpos did. After alittlewhile, he smiled. "I haveit! The perfect name." Mavros
waited expectantly. Krispossaid, "I'll call him Progress.”

Anthimos essayed a spell to keep snow off the path that led to the hall where he held hisfeasts. He only
succeeded in turning the snow on the path bright blue. The miscarried magic left him undismayed. "I've
awayswanted to reve till everything turned blue," he said, "and herés my chance."

"Asyou say, your Magesty." Krigpos sent men with shovelsto clear the tinted snow from the path so the
Emperor and his guests could get to their revel. He wondered if Anthimos had learned aspell to hesat the
hal; fireplaces only reached so far. He doubted it—amagic so practica was not one likely to have
appealed to the Emperor, or to have stuck in hismemory if hed ever learned it.

Therevel itsdf Krigpos enjoyed, at least for atime. But a steady diet of such carouses had begun to pall
for him. Helooked round for Anthimos. The Emperor was enjoying the attentions of an astonishingly
limber girl—one of the evening's acrobats, Krigpos saw when she assumed anew position. There were
times, Krispos had found out, when Anthimos did not mind being interrupted in such pursuits, but he did
not think asking permission to leave was important enough to bother him over. He just handed the bowl
of chancesto another servitor, found his coat, and departed.

The moon shone through patchy clouds. Inits pale light, the snow the Emperor had colored looked



amost black, making a strange border to the path. When Krispos got back to theimperia residence, he
found that the Haloga guards had another word for it. "Isn't that the stupidest-looking thing you ever
saw?' one of them said, pointing.

Krigpos looked back toward the feast-hall, at the long blackish ribbon against the proper white snow that
had come drifting down from Phos sky. "Now that you mention it, yes."

The Hdogal laughed. One of them, aveteran who'd served the Emperor for years, thumped him on the
back. "You dl right, Krigpos," he said in his northern accent. "We make jokeslike that with Skombros,
hetell Anthimos, maybewe al shipped back to Hogaland.” The rest of the guardsmen nodded.

"Thank you, Vagn," Krigpos said; praise from the big blond warriors dways pleased him. "Y ou'll go
home one day, | suppose, but better it's when you want to."

Vagn thumped him again, thistime almost hard enough to pitch him down the stepsinto the snow. "Aye,
you understand honor," the Haloga boomed in delight. He swung up his axe in saute, then held the door
wide, as he might have for Anthimos. "Go in, warm yourself."

Krisposwas glad to take Vagn's advice. The heating ducts under the floor gave some relief from the chill
outside, but when he got to hisroom helit abrazier al the same. He warmed his hands over it, stayed
close by the welcome heat until his ears and nose began to thaw. Just as he Sarted to take off his coet,
the bell by hisbed rang.

Thistime he knew Anthimos had not followed him home. But by now he was used to late-night
summonses from the Empress; every so often, sheliked to talk with him. "Y our Mgesty,” hesaid ashe
cameinto the imperia bedchamber.

Darawaved him to achair by the side of the bed. She was sitting up, but on this cold night sheld drawn
blankets and furs over her shoulders. Krispos left the door open. Sometimes maidservants or eunuchs up
rading the larder peered in a them. Once Anthimos had come in while he and Darawere talking about
horses. That was a nervous moment for Krispos, but the Avtokrator, far from being angry, had flopped
down on the other side of the bed and argued with them till dawn.

Before Krigpos sat down, he asked, "May | bring you anything, Mg esty?*
"No, | thank you, but not tonight. Ishis Mgesty on hisway, too?"
Remembering how Anthimos had been engaged when he left, Krispos answered, "I don't think so."

Something in hisvoice must have told more than held intended. "Why? What was he doing?' Dara asked
sharply. When he could not come up with aplausible lie on the spur of the moment, she said, "Never
mind. | suspect | can figureit out for mysdlf." Sheturned her head away from him for amoment, "I find
I've changed my mind. | might like some wine after dl. Bring thejar, not just acup.”

"Yes, your Mgesty." Krispos hurried away.
When he came back, Darasaid, "Y ou may get another cup for yourself, if you careto.”

"No, thank you. | had enough at—" Reminding Dara of the revel did not seem agood idea. "I've had
enough,” Krispossaid, and let it go at that.

"Have you? How lucky you are." The Empress drank, wordlessy held out the cup to Krispos. Herefilled
it. She drank about hdf, then dammed the cup down so hard that wine splashed onto the night table.
"What's the use? Sober or drunk, | still know."



Krigposfound arag and walked up to the night table to wipe away the spilled wine. "Know what, your
Maesy?'

"What do you think, Krigpos?' Darasad bitterly. "Shal | spdl it out in words a child can understand? All
right, if you want meto: know that my husband—the Avtokrator, his Magesty, whatever you want to call
him—is out enjoying himsdf with ... no, let'smince nowords at al, shal we? ... isout fornicating with
some new harlot. Again. For, let me see, the third night thisweek, or isit the fourth? | do lose track
sometimes. Or am | wrong, Krispos?' Shelooked up at him, her eyes brimming but her face tensed with
the effort to hold back the tears. "Can you tell meI'm wrong?"

Now Krigpos could not meet her gaze, nor answer in words. Facing thewall, he shook his head.

"Sothat iswhat | know," Darasaid. "I've known it for years. By the Lord with the great and good mind,
I've known it sSince a couple of days after they put the flower crowns of marriage on usin the High
Temple. Most of thetime, | manage not to think of it, but when | can't help it—" She stopped for most of
aminute. "When | can't help it it'svery bad. And | don't know why."

"Your Mgesty?' Krispossaid.

"Why?"' Dararepested. "Why does he do it? He doesn't hate me. He's even kind to me, when he's here
and when he remembersto be. So why, then, Krigpos? Can you tell me?”

Krispos turned back toward her. "Y our Mgesty, if you'll forgive my speaking up so bold, I've wondered
over that sncethefirst morning | saw you."

She might not have heard him. "Can it be that he doesn't want me? Could | repel him so?" Suddenly she
swept the coverings from the bed. Beneath them, as usual, she wore nothing. "Would I—do |—repel

you, Krigpos?'

"No, your Mgesty." Histhroat was dry. He'd seen the Empress nude countless times. Now she was
naked. He watched her nipples stiffen from the chill in the room—or for another reason. He spoke her
name for thefirst time. "Oh, no, Dara," he bresthed.

"Liescome easy, with words," she said softly. " Shut the doors; then welll see.”

He amost went through the doorway instead of merely to it. He knew she wanted him more for revenge
on Anthimaosthan for himsdf. And if he was caught in her bed, he might stay on asvestiarios, but likely
after he was made like the others who had held that office.

But he wanted her. He'd been uneasily aware of that for months, however hard he tried to suppressit
even from himsdf. Anthimos, he thought, would be occupied for sometimeyet. A eunuch or maidservant
coming by would think the Empress here d one—he hoped. He closed the doors.

Darafet the danger, too. "Hurry!" She held out her aramsto him.

Slipping out of hisrobe was the work of amoment. He got down on the bed beside her. She clutched
him asif shewere drowning a seaand he afloating spar.” Hurry," she said again, thistimeinto hisear.
Hedid hisbest to oblige.

He thought of the sea once more as he separated from her some time later—the stormy sea. Hislips
were bruised; he began to fed the scratches sheld clawed in hisback. And held wondered if shewas
without passion! "HisMgesty," he said sincerely, "isafoal.”

"Why?' Dara asked.



"Why do you think?" He stroked her midnight hair. She purred and snuggled against him. But, reluctantly,
he |eft the bed. "I'd better dress." He got into hisrobe asfast asheld taken it off. Daradid back under
the covers. He opened the doors again, then loosed agreat sigh of relief out into the empty hallway. "We
got away withit."

"Sowedid." Daras eyes shone. She gestured him back to the chair that was his correct placein this
room."I'm glad wedid."

"Glad we got away with it?' Krigpos shudder was not atogether exaggerated. "If we hadn't..." Hed
aready thought once about consequences of not getting away with it. Once was plenty.

Dara shook her head. "I'm glad we did ... what we did." She cocked her head and studied him. "Y ou're
different from Anthimos." Her voice was low; no one coming down the hal could have made out her
words.

"Am |?' Krigpos said, as neutra aresponse as he could find. Silence stretched between them. Findly,
because she seemed to want him to, he asked, "How?"'

"Everything he does, everything he hasmedo, isfor his pleasurefirst, mine only afterward, if a al," Dara
sad.

That sounded like Anthimos, Krispos thought. What had he said to Dara, that night when he called
Krigpos while he was making love with her?"Why did you slow down ? That was nice, what you were
doing."

The Empresswent on, "You, | think, were out to please ... me." She hesitated, asif she had trouble
bdievingit.

"W, of course.” Pity filled Krigpos. "The better for you, the better for me, too."

"Anthimos doesn't think that way," Darasaid. "l didn't know anyone did. How could I? HE's the only
man I've ever been in bed with till now. Till now," she repeated, haf gloating over doing onceto the
Emperor what hed done so often to her, half marveing at her own daring.

"I ought to go back to my chamber," Krispos said. Daranodded. He got up from the chair, went over to
the bed, and gave her aquick kiss. She smiled up at him, alazy, happy smile.

"l may summon you again,” she said when he was amost at the door.
"Your Mgesty, | hopeyou do," Krispos answered. They both laughed.

The next thing | have to worry about, Krispos thought as he climbed into his own bed, is not giving
myself away when | go in there tomorrow morning. Hed had practice in that kind of discretion with
Tanilis. He expected he could manage it again. He hoped Dara could, too.

Anthimos noticed nothing out of the ordinary, so they must have done well enough. Krisposlooked
forward to the next timethelittle Slver bel rang late at night.

Krispos bowed low. "Excdlent r, | hope you're wdll."

"Wl enough, esteemed and eminent Sir.” lakovitzes answering bow was as deep as Krigpos.
Afterward, thelittle noble sank gratefully into achair. "Wl enough, though this cursed leg will never be



quite the same. But that's not what | came here to talk with you about.”

"I wouldn't have thought it was," Krispos agreed. He served |akovitzes wine and prawns in a sauce of
mustard and ginger. "What did you cometo talk about, then?"

Before he answered, 1akovitzes made short work of the prawns. He wiped hislips and mustache on a
square of linen. "1 hear the war with Makuran will begin as soon asthe spring rains stop.” He waved a
hand at the drops splashing againgt the windowpane.

"Excdlent gir, that's hardly a secret,” Krispos said. "The Sevastokrator's been mustering soldiers and
suppliessincelast fall.”

"I'm quite aware of it, thank you," lakovitzes said, tart asusud. "What I'm also aware of, and what
Petronas seemsto be blithely ignoring, isthat al the signs point to Maomir coming down out of Kubrat
this spring, too. I've been in the Phos-forsaken place enough times over the yearsto hear what goes on
there”

"Petronas does worry about Kubrat," Krigpos said dowly. "Truly he does. But he's been set on thiswar
againgt Makuran for years, you know, and now that he'sfinaly ready to get on with it, he doesn't want to
listen to anything that might set it back again. Have you told him what you just told me?*

"Every word and more. It'sjust as you said—he doesn't want to listen. He thinks the screen on the
frontier will hold thewild men, 'if they do attack, he says." |akovitzesraised an eyebrow. "They will."

"He raised the tribute we pay Kubrat last year, didn't he?' Krispos said, trying to find a hopeful sign.
"That might keep Maomir quiet.”

"Hisilludtrious Highness may think so. But Maomir'snoidiot. If you give him money, héll takeit. And
when he decidesto fight, helll bloody well fight. Kubratoi liketo fight, you know. Y ou of al people
should, eh?" lakovitzes said. Troubled, Krispos nodded. 1akovitzes went on, "What we have in the north
isn't enough to stop the wild men if they do come down in force, Everything | know makes me think
they're going to. That could be most unpleasant.”

"Yes." Krigposthought of his nieces carried off into captivity as he had been—if they were lucky. He
thought of what could happen to them if they were unlucky ... and to hissister, and to everyonein hisold
village, and to countless people he'd never heard of . "How can we get Petronas to hold up again and
reinforce the north?

"I can't. The good god knows I'vetried. But you, esteemed and eminent Sir, you have the ear of his
Magjesty. And if the Avtokrator gives an order, not even the Sevastokrator may disobey." 1akovitzes
grinned craftily. "And since, by an accident of fate and former status about which | would not presume to
bore you by reminding you of it, | enjoy the good fortune of your acquaintance ...”

Krigpos grinned back. ™Y ou thought you'd take advantage of it."
"Of coursel did. That'swhat having friendsin high placesisfor, after dl.”
"I'll seewhat | can do," Krigpos promised.

"Good," lakovitzes said. "I'd kiss you to show how pleased | am, but you'd probably go and use that
notorious influence of yoursto get me sent to the minesif | tried, so I'll just teke my leave instead.”

"Youreincorrigible.



"By the good god, Krigpos, | certainly hope so."

Krigpos was laughing as he escorted his one-time master from the imperial resdence. The laughter faded
when lakovitzes was no longer there to see. Apprehension replaced it. If hetried to stop the war with
Makuran, Petronas would not be pleased with him. And no matter how much influence he had with the
Emperor, the Sevastokrator was far more powerful than he, and he knew it.

"Y our Imperid Highness," Krigpos murmured, eyes on the ground as he went to one knee before
Petronas.

The Sevastokrator frowned. "What's al thisin aid of, Krigpos? Y ou haven't needed to be so formal with
mefor along time, and you know it. That's al awaste of time, anyhow, and | have no time to waste right
now, not if I'm going west once the rains ease up. So say what you have to say and have done.”

"Yes, illustrious Highness," Krispos said. Petronas frown degpened. Krispostook a deep breeth before
he went on, "1llustrious Highness, when you were gracious enough to help me become vestiarios, |
promised I'd speak to you first over any doubts | had about what you were doing. I'm here today to
keep that promise.”

"Areyou indeed?' Had Petronas been alion, histail would have lashed back and forth. "Very well,
esteemed and eminent Sir, you have my attention. Continue, by al means." Now he, too, wasformd;
dangeroudy so.

"Illustrious Highness, isit truly wise to use dl the Empiresforcesin your war against Makuran? Areyou
sure you've left behind enough to keep the northern frontier safe?* He explained lakovitzes concerns
about what Maomir was going to do.

"I've heard thismysdlf,” Petronas said, when he was done. "It does not concern me.”

"I think it should, though, your Imperial Highness," Krigpos said when he was done. "1akovitzes has had
dedlings with the Kubratoi for twenty years or so now. If anyone can divine what they plan, he'sthe man.
Andif he saysthey'relikely to attack-would you risk the north for the sake of the west?"

"Given the choice, yes," Petronas said: "The westlands are richer and broader in extent than the country
between here and the Kubrati border. But | say to you what | said to |akovitzes—the choice does not
arise. Madomir isbeing paid well to leave us a peace, and the border is not altogether denuded, asyou
seemto believe”

Krispos thought of the thousands of soldiers who funneled through Videssos the city on their way west.
Those were the men whose presence made the Kubratoi stay in their own domain. Surely Maomir could
not fail to notice they were gone.

When he said as much, Petronas answered, "Y ou let that be my worry. | say to you that the Kubratoi will
not attack. And if | am wrong and they do harass us, their bands will not be able to penetrate far past the
frontier.”

"l am reassured to hear you say it, illustrious Highness, but suppose you are mistaken?' Krigpos
persisted. " Could you stop fighting Makuran and send soldiers back to the north? That might not be

easy.

"No, it might not," the Sevastokrator said. "But sinceit isnot likely to become necessary, either, | do not
intend to worry overmuch about it. And even if everything you describe should come to pass, ways



remain of bringing the Kubratoi to hed, | assure you of that.”
Krisposraised a skeptical eyebrow. "Would your Imperia Highness please explain them to me?”

"No, by the Lord with the great and good mind, | will not. Listen to me, esteemed and eminent sr—"
Though never a servant, Petronas had learned the art of using titlesto cut rather than praise. "—and listen
well: | need explain mysdlf to no man in Videssos save only the Avtokrator himself. And | do not expect
to haveto do that in this case. Do | make myself quite clear, Krispos?"

"Aye, illugtrious Highness." Petronas did not want him to raise the issue with Anthimos, Krigpos thought.
"l will haveto think on whét to do, though.”

"Think carefully, Krigpos." Now Petronas spoke in unmistakable warning. "Think very carefully indeed,
before you seek to measure your influence with his Mg esty againgt mine. Think aso on the fate of
Skombros, and on whether you care to spend the rest of your daysin the bare cell of a celibate monk.

Y ou would find that harder to endure than a eunuch does, | assure you, and yet it isthe best fate to which
you might aspire. Anger me sufficiently and you may know far worse. Remember it dways.”

"Believeme, | will, illustrious Highness." Krigposrose to go. He did his best not to show how his heart
pounded. "But | will dso remember what | think best for the Empire." He bowed hisway out. If nothing
else, hethought, this marked the first time held ever had the last word with Petronas.

Leaves glowed green under the spring sun's cheerful rays. The chatty trills of newly returned wagtails and
chiffchaffs came through the open windows of the imperid residence aong with the sunbeams and the
sweet scent of the cherry blossoms now in riotous pink bloom all around the building.

Krispos fetched atray of wine and sweet pastriesin to Anthimaos and Petronas, then contrived to hang
about in the hallway outside the chamber where they were talking. He had adust rag and every so often
made a swipe at one of the antiquities there, but no one would have thought he was doing anything but
eavedropping.

The Avtokrator and Sevastokrator exchanged pleasantries before they got down to business. Krispos
dusting hand jerked when Petronas asked after Dara. " She's quite well, thanks,” Anthimos answered.
"' She seems happy these days."

"That'sgood," hisuncle said. "May she give you ason soon.”

As he cleaned the hdmet of the long-ago King of Kings of Makuran, Krigpos thought with asmall smile
that the odds of Dara's conceiving had improved these days. She had called him back to her bed after
that first time, again and again. They gtill had to be cautious, they took al the chances they could.

After moreinconsequentid talk, Anthimos said, "Uncle, may the good god grant you victory in your wars
on Makuran, but are you certain you have left behind enough forces to hold back the Kubratoi if they
attack?" Krigpos stopped dusting atogether and craned his neck to make sure he heard Petronas reply.

It took awhileto come. At last the Sevastokrator said, "I do not think the Kubratoi will launch any
serious assaultsthis year.”

"But they've aready begun, it seemsto me." Anthimaos rustled parchments. " See, here| have two reports
that have just arrived, one from near Imbros, the other some distance farther east, of raids by the wild
men, cattle and sheep stolen. | don't like such reports. They concern me." Under most circumstances, the
young Emperor did not hear news of thingsthat went wrong. Krispos, though, had made sure these



reports came to his attention.

"L et me seethem.” Another pause, presumably while Petronas skimmed through the documents. The
Sevagtokrator snorted. "These are pinpricks, asyou must see, Anthimas, The frontier guards drove off
both bandswithout difficulty.”

"But what if they grow worse?' Anthimos persisted. "The guards you've left behind would not be able to
drive them off then." Krigpos nodded to himself. Hed managed to get his own urgency through to the
Emperor, sure enough.

"| consder that most unlikely, your Mgesty," Petronas said.

"Uncle, I'm afraid | don't," Anthimos said. "If these attacks have begun aready, they will only get larger. |
redly must ingst that you strengthen the northern frontier with some of the troops you've shifted toward
the westlands."

Thistime, Petronaswas Slent along while. "Ingst?' he said, asif hedid not believe his ears. He repested
theword, "Ins<t, nephew?' Now he sounded asif he had caught Anthimosin an obvious error and was
waiting for the Emperor to fix

But Anthimos, though his voi ce wobbled—Krispos knew his own would have wobbled, too, confronting
Petronas formidable presence—said, "Yes, | redly mugt.”

"Evenif that means gutting the campaign against Makuran?' Petronas asked softly.
"Even then," Anthimos said, more firmly now. "After al, | an the Avtokrator."

"Certainly you are," Petronas said. "It'sonly that I'm surprised to find you taking so sudden an interest in
the conduct of matters military. 1'd thought | enjoyed your trust in such things." Hisvoice wasafindy
tuned instrument, projecting now nothing but patience and reason.

"Y ou do hold my trust. Y ou know you do, Uncle," Anthimos said. Krispos feared he was weakening.
But he went on, "In this particular case, though, | think your own eagerness for the fight makesyou less
cautious than you have been in the past.”

"Thisisyour finad word, your Mgesty?'

"Itis" Anthimos could sound most imperia when he cared to, Krispos thought. He wondered if that
would be enough for him to impose hiswill on the Sevastokrator.

It was, and then again it was not. After yet another long, thoughtful pause, Petronas said, ™Y our Mgjesty,
you know your word ismy command.” Krispos knew what alie that was, he wondered if Anthimosdid.
He got no chanceto find out, for the Sevastokrator continued, " Perhaps, though, you will be gracious
enough to let me propose a solution that permits me to keep the entire army, yet will confound the
Kubratoi."

"Go ahead," Anthimos said cautioudly, asif, like Krigpos, he was wondering how Petronas proposed to
accomplish the two goals that seemed incompatible.

"Thank you, Anthimos; | will. Perhaps you remember hearing of aHa ogamercenary band led by a
northerner called Harvas Black-Robe."

"Wdl, yes, now that you mention it. They've been making mischief for awhilein Khatrish, haven't they?'



"Thatagush actudly, your Mgesty. I've taken the liberty of inquiring of this Harvas what he would require
to fall upon Kubrat instead. If his northerners do that, Maomir will be far too occupied with them to give
usany trouble for sometime to come, al without the use of asingle good Videssian soldier. What say
you to that?'

It was the Avtokrator's turn to hesitate. Out in the hall, Krispos kicked at the polished marble floor.
Petronas had indeed had a scheme in reserve, and a good scheme to boot. Krispos learned what being
outmaneuvered fdt like.

"Uncle, I'll haveto give that somethought,” Anthimossaid &t last.

"Go ahead, but | hope you'll think quickly, for now that the weather is fine once more, every campaigning
day lost counts againgt me," Petronas said.

"You'll know my decison tomorrow," the Avtokrator promised.
"Good enough,” Petronas said jovidly.

Krigpos heard him set down his cup, then heard the chair shift under him as he got to hisfeet. He started
to duck into another room—he did not want to face the Sevastokrator right now. But he was either too
dow or too noisy, for Petronas came in after him. As protocol required, he went to one knee before the
man with the second highest rank in the Empire of Videssos. "Y our imperia Highness" he said, eyeson
the ground.

"Look a me, esteemed and eminent Sir," Petronas said. Unwillingly, Krispos obeyed. The
Sevagtokrator's face was hard and cold, hisvoiceflat. "I did not intend throwing afox out of the
vedtiarios chamber only to replace him with alion. I've warned you, not once but many times, that you
would pay for disobeying me. All that remainsis deciding how to punish you for your disobedience.”

"| thought you were wrong to bare the border with Kubrat," Krigpos said stubbornly. "I told you as
much, and | ill think so. I don't like your new plan much better. How much harm can amercenary
company do to abig country like Kubrat? Probably not enough to keep the wild men from going on with
thelr radsagang us."

"Thatagush istwice the size of Kubrat, and Harvas raiders have kept it in chaos for years." Petronas
nodded to Krigpos. That you don't grovel before me speaks well of you. Given age and experience, you
could grow to be truly dangerous. | doubt you'll have the chance to gain them, though." Krispos started
to say that Anthimos would protect him against the Sevastokrator. He stopped—he knew better. The
Sevagtokrator'swill wasfar stronger than his nephew's. One way or another, even if Anthimaos ordered
him not to, he would strike at Krigpos. Anthimos might be sorry Krisposwas gone, at least until he got
used to the quiet, safe eunuch who would undoubtedly replace him. Darawould miss him more. But
neither of them could keep Petronas from doing as he liked in the city. Hight? If anyonein the Empire
could track him down, Petronas could. Besides, he thought, what good wasit to run away from the
friends and dlies he had? Getting rid of him might be harder here than on some londly country road.
Better to stay and do what he could. Now, still on that one knee, he met Petronas eyes. "May | rise,
your Highness?'

"Go ahead," Petronas said. "Y oulll fdl again, soon enough.”

Krigposdid hisbest to talk Anthimos out of |etting Petronas use Harvas Black-Robe's Halogai instead of
Videssian troops against the Kubratoi. Anthimos listened and shook his head. "But why, your Mgesty?"



Krigpos protested. "Even if the mercenaries do turn Kubrat topsy-turvy, Kubrati raiderswill still wound
your northern provinces."

Even being reminded by that "you" that the Empire was his persondly did not change Anthimos mind.
"Maybe they will, but not that badly. Why should alittle trouble on the frontier concern me? It can be set
torightslater.”

What wasto Anthimos "alittle trouble on the frontier”" seemed a disaster in the making to Krispos. He
wondered how the Avtokrator would have felt if he had asister, nieces, abrother-in-law only too close
to the wild men. But nothing that did not directly affect Anthimoswasred to him.

With as much control as he could muster, Krispos said, "Y our Mgesty, truly the invasion you admit will
happen could be stopped if we put our soldiers back where they belong. Y ou know it's s0."

"Maybeitis" Anthimossaid. "But if | let Petronas go ahead, helll be out of my hair for months. Think of
therevels| could enjoy while hes not around.” The Avtokrator leered in anticipation. Krispostried to
hide his disgust—was this the way an Emperor chose war or peace? Then Anthimos face changed. All at
once, he was as serious as Krigpos had ever seen him. He went on quietly, "Besides, when it comesright
downtoit, I don't daretell my uncle not to use the soldiers he's spent dl thistime mustering.”

"Why not?' Krigpos said. "Are you the Avtokrator or aren't you?'

"l am now," Anthimos answered, "and I'd like to keep being the Avtokrator awhile longer, too, if you
know what | mean. Suppose | order my uncle not to take hisarmy to Makuran. Don't you think the first
thing he'd useit for after that would be to throw me down? Then hed march on Makuran anyway, and
I'd missal thoselovely revels| saw you sneering about amoment ago."

Abashed, Krispos hung hishead. After alittle thought, he redlized Anthimos was right. He was surprised
the Emperor could see so clearly. When Anthimos wanted to be, he was able enough. Trouble was, most
of thetime he didn't bother. Krigpos mumbled, "Thank you for backing me asfar asyou did then, your

Majesty.”

"When | thought taking so many men west would pose abad risk in the north, | waswilling to argue with
Petronas. But since he's managed to find away to enjoy himsalf and have agood chance of checking the
Kubratoi & the sametime, why not let him have hisfun? He doesn't begrudge me mine."

Krigpos bowed. He knew he'd lost this duel with Petronas. "As your Majesty wishes, of course,” he said,
yielding as gracioudy as he could.

"That'sagood fellow. | don't want to see you glooming about." Anthimos grinned at Krispos. "Especialy
snce there's no need for gloom. A good carouse tonight to wash the taste of al this boring business
we've had to do out of our mouths, and well both fed like new men." The grin got wider. "Or, if you fedl
like awoman instead, | expect that can be arranged.”

Krisposdid fed like awoman that evening, but not one of the complacent girlswho enlivened the
Avtokrator's feasts. He wished he could talk with Tanilis, to find out how badly she thought being bested
by Petronas would hurt him. Since Taniliswasfar away, Darawould do. Though he il thought her chief
loydlty lay with Anthimos rather than with him—Anthimos was Avtokrator, and he was not—he was sure
she preferred him to Anthimaos uncle.

But when, as he had agood many times before, he tried to leave the reve early, the Emperor would not
let him. "I told you | didn't want you glooming about. | expect you to have agood time tonight.” He
pointed to a statuesque brunette. " She looks like she'd be agood time.”



The woman Krispos wanted was back at the imperia residence. Telling the Emperor so seemed
impractical. Krigpos had taken a couple of girls at the revels, just so Anthimos would not notice anything
out of the ordinary. But now he said, "I'm not in the mood for it thisevening. | think I'll go over tothe
wine and drink for awhile." Without adoubt, drinking fell within the Emperor's definition of agood time.

"I know what you need!" Anthimos exclaimed. He snatched the clear crystal bowl out of Krispos hands.
"Here, take achance. Y ou've been dedling them out for so long, you haven't been able to be on the
grabbing end.”

Obediently Krispos reached into the bowl and drew out a golden ball. He undid it, then unfolded the
parchment ingde. "Twenty-four pounds of horse manure,”" he read. Anthimos laughed so hard, he dmost
dropped the bowl. Grinning servants presented Krisposwith his prize. He looked at the stinking brown
mound and shook hishead. "Wéll, it's been that kind of day."

The next day was no better. He had to greet Petronas when the Sevastokrator came to hear what
Anthimos had decided. Then he had to endure Petronas smirk of triumph after the Emperor'suncle
emerged from being closeted with his nephew. "His Mgesty is delighted that | set out for the westlands
within the week," Petronas said.

Of course he is—this way you won't kill him and stick his head on the Milestone in the plaza of
Palamas for the crowds to gape at, Krigposthought. Aloud he said, "May you triumph, your illustrious
Highness™

"Oh, | shdl," Petronas said. "First into Vaspurakan; the 'princes, good soldiersall, will surdly flock to
me, for they follow Phos even if they are heretics, and will be glad to escape from the rule of those who
worship the Four—fa se—Prophets. And then—on toward Mashiz!"

Krispos remembered what | akovitzes had said about the centuries of inconclusive warfare between
Videssos and Makuran. Petronas planned trip to Mashiz would be quick and easy if hisfoes
cooperated. If not, it was liable to take longer than the Sevastokrator expected. "May you triumph,” he
sadagan.

"What asmooth liar you've turned into, when you'd sooner see me ravens mest. That's not likely, though,
I'm afraid. No indeed. And in any event, as| told you before, your punishment awaitsyou. | don't think it
will wait long enough for you to sse me at al any more, let donein my victoriousreturn. A very good
afternoon to you, esteemed and eminent Sir." Petronas swaggered away .

Krigpos stared at his retreating back. He sounded very sure of himsalf. What was he going to do, hirea
band of bravoesto storm the imperid residence? Bravoes who tangled with the Emperor's Halogai
would end up catmeat. And whatever Krigpos ate, Anthimos ate, too. Unless Petronas wanted to berid
of his nephew aong with Krigpos, poison was unlikely, and he showed no sign of wanting to berid of his
nephew, not S0 long as he got hisway.

What did that leave? Not much, Krispos thought, if | lay low until Petronas headswest. The
Sevastokrator could hire assassins from afar, but Krispos did not grestly fear alone assassin; hewasa
good enough man of his hands to hope to survive such an attack. Maybe Petronas was only trying to
make him afraid and subservient once more—or maybe his anger would cool, avay in the westlands.
No, Krigpos feared that was wishful thinking. Petronas was not the sort to forget an affront.

A few days|ater, troops under the Sevastokrator's command marched and rode down to the docks.
Anthimos came to the docks, too, and made afiercely martia speech. The soldiers cheered. Gnatiosthe



patriarch prayed for the army's success. The soldiers cheered again. Then they lined up to be |oaded
onto ferriesfor the short journey over the Cattle-Crossing, the narrow gtrait that separated Videssosthe
city from the Empiré's western provinces.

Krigpos watched the tubby ferryboats waddle across the water to the westlands; watched them go
aground; watched as, tiny in the distance, the warriors began to clamber down onto the beaches across
from the city; saw the bright spring sunlight sparkling off someone's armor. That would be agenerd, he
thought, maybe even Petronas himself. No matter how the Sevastokrator threatened, he wasfar less
frightening on the other side of the Cattle-Crossing.

Anthimos must have been thinking the same thing. "Well," he said, turning at last to go back to the
palaces, "the city isminefor awhile, by Phos, with no oneto tell mewhat | must or must not do.”

"Theres gill me, your Mgesty,” Krispossaid. "Ah, but you do it in apleasant tone of voice, and so | can
ignoreyou if | careto,” the Emperor said. "My uncle, now, | never could ignore, no matter how hard |
tried." Krispos nodded, but wondered if Petronas would agree—the Sevastokrator seemed convinced
his nephew ignored him al the time. But having the wolf away from his door prompted Krigposto
carouse with the best of them at the revel Anthimos put on that night "to celebrate the army'svictory in
advance," asthe Avtokrator said. He was drinking wine from alarge golden fruit bowl decorated with
erotic reliefs when a Ha oga guardsman came in and tapped him on the shoulder. *Somebody out there
wantsto seeyou,” the northerner said.

Krigpos stared at him. " Somebody out where?' he asked owlishly.

The Haloga stared back. "Out there," he said after along pause. Krispos realized the guardsman was
even drunker than hewas.

"I'll come," Krispos said. He had dmost got to the door when his sodden brain realized he wasin no
condition to fight off atoddler, let alone an assassin. He was about to turn around when the Haloga
grabbed him by the arm and propelled him down the stairs—not, apparently, with maicious intent, but
because the northerner needed hel p standing up himsdlf.

"Krigpos!" someone called from the darkness.

"Mavrod" He got free of the Haloga and stumbled toward hisfoster brother. "What are you doing here?
| thought you were on the other side of the Cattle-Crossing with Petronas and the ret of his
restinue—rest of hisretinue," he corrected himself carefully.

"I was, and | will be again soon—I can't afford to be missed. I've got alittle rowboat tied up at aquay
not far from here. | had to come back across to warn you: Petronas has hired amage. | cameinto his
tent to ask him which horse held want tomorrow, and he and the wizard were talking about quietly getting
rid of someone. They named no nameswhile | wasthere, but | think it'syou!”

Xl

Certainty washed through Krisposlike thetide. "Y oureright. Y ou have to be." Even drunk—perhaps
more clearly because he was drunk—he could see that thiswas just how Petronas would deal with
someone who had become inconvenient to him. It was neat and clean, with the Sevastokrator far awvay
from any embarrassing questions, assuming they were ever asked. "What are you going to do?' Mavros



sad.

The question snapped Krispos out of his rapt admiration for Petronas cleverness. Hetried to flog his
dow witsforward. "Find awizard of my own, | suppose,” hesaid at last.

"That soundswell enough,” Mavros agreed. "Whatever you do, do it quickly—I don't think Petronas will
wait long, and the mage he was talking with seemed a proper ready-for-aught. Now | have to get back
before I'm missed. The Lord with the great and good mind be with you." He stepped up, embraced
Krigpos, then hurried away.

Krigpos watched him disappear into darkness and listened to hisfootfalsfadetill they were gone. He
thought how fortunate he was to have such ardiable friend in the Sevastokrator's household. Then he
remembered what he had to do. "Wizard," he said doud, asif to remind himsalf. Staggering dightly, he
started out of the palace quarter.

He was amogt to the plaza of Palamas before he conscioudy wondered where he was going. He only
knew one sorcerer at all well though. He was glad he hadn't been the one who'd antagonized
Trokoundos. Otherwise, he thought, Anthimaos former tutor in magecraft would have been morelikely to
join Petronas wizard than to help fend him off.

Trokoundos lived on afashionable street not far from the palace quarter. Krispos pounded on hisdoor,
not caring that it was well past midnight. He kept pounding until Trokoundos opened it acrack. The
mage held alamp in one hand and amost unmystical short sword in the other. He lowered it when he
recognized Krigpos. "By Phos, esteemed and eminent Sr, have you gone mad?'

"No," Krispos said. Trokoundos drew back from the wine fumes he exuded. He went on, "I'm in peril of
my life. | need awizard. | thought of you."

Trokoundoslaughed. " Are you in such peril that it won't wait till morning?*
"Yes" Krigpossaid.

Trokoundos held the lamp high and peered at him. ™Y ou'd better comein,” he said. AsKrisposwaked
ingde, the wizard turned his head and cdled, "I'm sorry, Phosting, but I'm afraid | have business™ A
woman's voice said something querulous. "Yes, I'll beasquiet as| can,” Trokoundus promised. To
Krispos, he explained, "My wife. Sit here, if you careto, and tell me of this peril of yours."

Krigpos did. By the time he finished, Trokoundos was nodding and rubbing his chinin calculation.
"Y ou've made a powerful enemy, esteemed and eminent Sir. Presumably he will havein hisemployment a
powerful and dangerous mage. Y ou know no more than you are to be assailed?’

"No," Krispossaid, "and I'm lucky to know that."

"Soyou are, 0 you are, but it will make my task more difficult, for | will be unable to ward against any
gpecific spdlls, but will haveto try to protect you from al magics. Such astretching will naturally wesken
my own efforts, but | will do what | may. Honor will not let me do less, not after your gracious warning of
his Mg esty's wrath. Come along to my study, if you please.”

The chamber where Trokoundos worked his magics was one part library, one part jeweler's sdl, one
part herbarium, and one part zoo. It smelled close and moist and rather fetid; Krispos stomach
flipflopped. Holding down his gorge with grim determination, he sat across from Trokoundoswhile the
wizard consulted his books.

Trokoundos dammed a codex shut, rolled up ascrall, tied it with aribbon, and put it back inits



pigeonhole. "Since | do not know what form the attack upon you will take, | will usedl three
kingdoms—animal, vegetable, and minerd—in your defense.” He went over to alarge covered bowl and
lifted thelid. "Hereisasnail fed on oregano, a sovereign against poisonings and other noxiousnesses of
dl sorts. Eat it, if youwould.”

Krispos gulped. "1'd sooner haveit broiled, with butter and garlic.”

"No doubt, but prepared thusits virtue aims only at the tongue. Do as| say how: crack the shell and pedl
it, asif it were a hard-cooked egg, then swallow the creature down."

Trying not to think about what he was doing, Krigpos obeyed. The snail was cold and wet on histongue.
He gulped convulsively before he could notice what it tasted like. Gagging, he wondered whether it
would still protect himif hethrew it up again.

"Very good," Trokoundos said, ignoring hisdistress. "Now then, the juice of the narcissus or asphodel
will dso ad you. Hereis some, mixed with honey to make it palatable.” Krigpos got it down. After the
snall, it was paatable. Trokoundoswent on, "'l will also wrap adried asphode in clean linen and giveit to
you. Carry it next to your skin; it will repel demons and other evil spirits.”

"May the good god grant it be s0," Krigpos said. When Trokoundos gave him the plant, he tucked it
under histunic.

"Minerd, minerd, minerd,” Trokoundos muttered. He sngpped hisfingers. "Thevery thing!" He
rummaged among the stones on atable by his desk, held up adark-brown one.

"Here | have cha cedony, which, if pierced by an emery stone and hung round the neck; is proof against
al fantagtical illusions and protects the body againgt one's adversaries and their evil machinations. Thisis
known asthe counsdl of chalcedony. Now where did that emery go?' He rummaged some more, until he
findly found the hard stone he sought.

He clamped the cha cedony to the table and began to bore through it with the pointed end of the emery
stone. As he worked, he chanted awordless little song. " The power we seek lies within the chalcedony
itsdlf,” the mage explained. "My chant is but to hasten the process that would otherwise be boring in two
senses of the word. Ahh, herewe arel” He worked a bit longer to enlarge the hole he had made, then
held out the chacedony to Krigpos. "Have you a chain on which to weer it?"

"Yes" Krigpos drew the chain on which he kept the goldpiece Omurtag had given him up over his head.

Trokoundos stared at the coin asit gleamed in the lamplight. "My, my," he said dowly. "What company
my little tone will keep." He seemed about to ask Krispos about the goldpiece, then shook his head.
"No time for my curiosity now. May the stone, the plant, and the snail keep you safe, that'sall.”

"Thank you." Krispos put the stone onto the chain, closed the catch, and did the chain back onto his
neck. "Now then, what do | owe you for your services?'

"Not a copper, seeing as1'd likely not be here to render those services had you not warned me the city
would be unhealthy for afew weeks. No, | ingst—thiswon't bankrupt me, | assure you."

"Thank you," Krispos repeated, bowing. "I had better get back to the imperia residence.” Heturned to
go, then had another thought. "Not that | fail to trust your charms, but can | do anything to make them
work even better?' He hoped the question would not offend Trokoundos.

Evidently it didn't, for the mage answered promptly. "Pray. The Lord with the great and good mind
opposes al wicked efforts, and may well hear your sincere words and grant you his protection. Having a



priest pray for you may aso do some good; as Phos holy men are sworn againgt evil, the good god
naturaly holdsthemin high regard.”

"I'll do both those things," Krigpos promised. As soon as he could he thought with wine-fuded intensity,
he'd see Gnatios and ask for his prayers, who could be holier than the ecumenical patriarch?

"Good. | will pray for you aswell,” Trokoundos said. He yawned enormoudy. Whether that was aredl
yawn or ahint, Krigpos knew it was time to go. He thanked the wizard one last time and took hisleave.
Dawn had dready begun to pink the eastern sky. Krigpos murmured two prayers to Phos, onefor his
own safety and the other that Anthimoswould deep late.

"Youwereabusy lad lagt night," Anthimos said roguishly as Krigpos held up arobe for hisgpprova. The
Emperor had dept late, but not late enough. Krispos head ached. Anthimos went on, ™Y ou weren't in
your chamber when | got back. Did you go off with one of the wenches? Was she good?"

Without looking her way, Krispos sensed Daralistening closdly for hisreply. "Not awench, your
Maesty," hesaid. "An old friend came to pay me abet he owed, and afterward he and | went off and
did alittlemoredrinking.”

"Y ou should have told me before you l€ft,” the Emperor said. "Cometo that, you could have brought
your friend in. Who knows? He might have livened things up.”

"Yes, your Mgjesty. Sorry, your Maesty." Krispos robed Anthimos, then went to the closet to get his
master's red boots.

Asheturned, he got abrief glimpse of Dara. He hoped that "he and I" had eased her mind. It had the
advantage of being at least partly true; if she checked, she was sure to find someone who had seen him
with Mavros. He hoped she would. If she thought he was betraying her, she had only to speak to
Anthimosto destroy him. He did not like being so vulnerable to her. Maybe he should have worried
more about that before he got into bed with her, he thought. Now was far too late.

Anthimos went off to the Amphitheater as soon as he had finished breskfast. Krispos stayed behind at
the imperid residence for alittle while, then headed for the patriarch's mansion. Gnatioswas domiciled in
the northern part of Videssosthe city, in the shadow of the High Temple.

"Youare... 7" alesser priest haughtily asked at the door, looking down his nose a Krispos.

"l am the vestiariosto his Imperial Magesty Anthimos 111, Avtokrator of the Videssans. | would have
gpeech with the ecumenical patriarch, at once." He folded his arms and waited. He hoped he sounded
arrogant rather than anxious, only Petronas and his mage knew when they would unleash their assault. He
might need Gnatios prayersright away.

He must have hit the proper tone—the priest deflated. "Y es, uh, esteemed, uh, eminent Sr—"
"Esteemed and eminent,” Krispos snapped.

"Yes, yes, of course; my apologies. Themost holy sirisin hisstudy. Comethisway, please.” Chattering
nervoudy and bowing every few steps, the priest led him through the mansion.

The artworks on the walls and set into niches were asfine asthosein the imperia residence, but Krispos
hardly noticed them.



Hefollowed close on hisguide's hedls, wishing the fellow would move fagter.

Gnatios looked up frowning from the codex on hisdesk, "Curseit, Badourios, | told you | did not wish
to be disturbed thismorning." Then he saw who was behind the lesser priest and rose smoothly from his
chair. "Of course | am aways glad to make an exception for you, Krispos. Sit here, if you careto. Will
you teke wine?"

"No thank you, most holy sir," Krigpos said, having mercy on his hangover. "May | ask for privacy,
though?'

"Y ou have only to reach behind you and close that stout door there," Gnatios said. Krisposdid ashe
suggested. The patriarch leaned forward over the desk between them. ™Y ou've roused my curiosity,
esteemed and eminent Sir. Now, privately, what do you require?”’

"Your prayers, most holy sir, for | have discovered that | am in danger of magical attack." As he started
to explain to Gnatios, he redlized that coming here was amistake, alarge mistake. His somach knotted
from something other than his hangover. Not only did the patriarch belong to Petronas faction, he was
the Sevastokrator's cousin. Krispos could not even tell him who had brought news of his danger for that
might put Mavros at risk. Thus he knew his story limped asit came out. Gnatios gave no sign of noticing.
"Of course| shdl pray for you, eteemed and eminent Sr," he said fulsomdly. "If you will give methe
name of the man who so bravely brought word of this plot against you, | will pray for him aswell. His
courage should not go unrewarded.”

The words wereright. The tone was sincere—alittle too sincere. Suddenly Krigposwas certain thet if he
let Mavros name dlip out, the patriarch would get it to Petronas asfast as he could. And so he
answered,"Mogt holy sir, | fear | don't know her—uh, his—name. He came to me because, he said, he
could not bear to see his master treat me unjustly. | don't even know who her—his—measter is"" With
luck, those pretended dipswould keep Gnatios from guessing how much Krispos knew and how he
knew it.

"Y ou will bein my thoughts and prayersfor sometimeto come," the patriarch said.

Yes, but how? Krigposwondered. "Thank you, holy Sr. You're very kind," he said. He bowed hisway
out, pondering what to do next. Ducking into awineshop afew doors down the street from the
patriarchal mansion let him ponder sitting down. He suspected Gnatios prayers would not be for his
continued good health. Who, then, could intercede with Phos for him? While he sat and thought about
that, apriest rushed past the wineshop. So close to the High Temple, blue robes were as common as
fleas, but the fellow looked familiar. After amoment, Krigpos recognized him: Badourios, Gnatios
doorkeeper. Where was he going in such ahurry? After tossing a couple of coppers on the table for the
rather stale cake held eaten, Krispos dipped after him to find out.

Badourios was easy to follow; he did not seem to imagine he could be pursued. His destination soon
became obvious: the harbor. Which meant, Krispos was sure, that as soon as he got over the
Cattle-Crossing, Petronas would know his planswere no longer hidden from their intended victim.

And that, in turn, meant Krigpos surely had very littletime. It aso meant everything held suspected about
Gnatios was true, and then some. But that, for now, was asideissue. Through his robe, Krispos touched
the cha cedony amulet Trokoundos had given him. The mage had as much as said the amulet, the
asphodel, and the raw snail were not enough by themsalvesto ward him fully.

He started back toward the High Temple, intending to ask the first priest he saw to beseech Phosto
protect him. Most blue-robes were fine men; he was willing to gamble on one chosen a random. Then he
had a better idea. The abbot Pyrrhos had touched hislife twice dready. And not only was Pyrrhos



notably holy, he was also bound to treat Krigposlike his own son. Krigposturned, angry at himsdif for
not having thought of Pyrrhos sooner. The monastery dedicated to the memory of the holy Skirioswas—
that way. Krispos headed for it faster than Badourios had gone to the harbor.

The gatekeeper made him wait outside the monastery. "The brethren just began their noontime prayers.
They may not be disturbed for any reason.”

Krigpos drummed his fingers on thewall until the monks began filing out of the temple on the monastery
grounds. The gatekeeper stood aside to et him pass. Their shaven heads and identical robes gavethe
monks no small uniformity, but Pyrrhos tal, lean, erect figure stood out among them.

"Holy sir! Abbot Pyrrhod" Krigpos caled. All the while, he kept expecting the spell from Petronas mage
to smash him down in the dust. The delay forced while the monks prayed might have given the wizard
enough timeto smite.

Pyrrhosturned, taking in Krispos fine robe, so different from the plain blue wool he wore. Scorn
sparked in the abbot's eyes. Then he recognized Krigpos. His face changed—alittle. "I have not seen
you insomewhile" hesaid. "I gathered the loose life in the paaces was more to your liking than that
whichwelive here"

Krisposfelt himsdf flush, the more so because what Pyrrhos said held much truth. He said, "Holy sir, |
need your aid,” and waited to see what the abbot would do. If Pyrrhos only wanted to rant a him, he
would go find another priest, and quickly.

But the abbot checked himsdlf. Krigpos saw he had not forgotten that strange night when Krispos first
cameto the monastery of the holy Skirios. "Phos bidsusaid all men, that they may come to know the
good,” Pyrrhos said dowly. "Cometo my study; tell me of your need.”

"Thank you, holy sir," Krigpos breathed. He followed the abbot through the narrow, dimly lit corridors of
the monastery. He'd walked thisway once before, he redlized, but he had been too bemused then to
make specia note of his surroundings.

The study he remembered. Like Pyrrhos, it was spare and hard and served its purpose without
superfluity. The abbot waved Krispos to an unpadded stool, perched on another, and leaned forward
like abearded bird of prey. "What isthisaid you say you require? | would have thought you likelier to go
to Gnatios these days, as he reckons most sins but a small matter.”

Pyrrhos was not aman to make things easy, Krispos thought. But when he answered, " Gnatioswould
not help me, for the person from whom I need aid is the Sevastokrator Petronas." He knew he'd
captured the abbot's attention.

"How did you fal foul of Petronas?' Pyrrhos asked. "Did you presume to suggest to the Emperor that his
time might be better spent in attending to the duties of the state than in the wantonness and depravity in
which, with his uncl€s connivance, he currently wallows?*

"Something like that,” Krispos said; he had indeed tried to get Anthimos to do more toward running the
Empire. "And because of it, holy sir, the Sevastokrator, though now out of the city on campaign, seeksto
day mewith sorcery. I've been told the prayers of apriest might help blunt the magic's power. Will you
pray for my protection, holy sr?"

"By the good god, | will!" Pyrrhos sprang to hisfeet and caught Krispos by the arm. "Cometo the dltar
with me, Krispos, and offer up your prayersaswel.”



Thedtar of the monastery temple was not of silver and gold and ivory and gemslike the onein the High
Temple. It was plain wood, as befitted the smplicity of monastic life. Pyrrhos and Krispos spat on the
floor infront of it in ritual rgjection of the dark god Skotos, Phos eternd riva. Then they raised their
hands to the heavens and spoke the creed together: "We bless thee, Phos, Lord with the great and good
mind, by thy grace our protector, watchful beforehand that the great test of life may be decided in our
favor.”

Krigpos prayed on in silence. Pyrrhos, more used to ordering his thoughts aloud, kept speaking after the
creed was done: "Phos, | beseech you to protect this upright young man from the evil that approaches
him. May he walk safe and righteous through it, as he haswaked safe through the iniquity of the palaces.
| pray for him as | would pray for my own son." His eyes met Krispos for amoment. Yes, he
remembered that first night Krigpos had come to the monastery.

"Will your prayer save me, holy sir?' Krispos asked when the abbot lowered hisarms.

"That isas Phoswills," Pyrrhos answered, "and depends on what your future is meant to be—also, I'll
not deny, on the power of the sorcery sent against you. Though Phoswill vanquish Skotosin the end, the
dark god gtill rangesfreeintheworld. | have prayed. Within me, | pray yet. May that suffice, that and
whatever other wardingsyou have."

Pyrrhos was narrow, but he was also straight: he would not promise what he could not ddliver. At any
other time, Krigpos would have had only approbation for that. Now, he thought, a reassuring lie might
have felt very good. He thanked the abbot, dropped a goldpiece into the monastery poorbox, and
started back to the palaces.

He spent the rest of the day in annoyed suspense. If the wizard was going to strike, he wished the fellow
would strike and have done. Wondering whether he could withstand the attack seemed harder than
waiting for it to come.

Ashewas carrying dinner in for Anthimos and Darathat evening, he got hiswish. And, asis often the
way of such things, heregretted ever making it. He wasjust lowering awide slver tray from his shoulder
to the table at which the Emperor and

Empress sat when the strength suddenly flowed from his body like wine pouring from ajug. All a once,
the tray seemed to weigh tons. Despite his desperate grip, it crashed to the floor. Anthimos and Dara
both jumped; the Empresslet out a squesk. "That wasn't very good, Krispos,” Anthimos said, laying a
finger by the Sde of hisnose. "Even if you think the medl isbad, you should give usthe chanceto fling it
about."

Krigpostried to answer, but only acroak came from his mouth; he was not strong enough to force his
tongue to shape words. As Darabegan to ask, "Areyou dl right?" hislegs gave out from under him and
he did bondlessy down into the messy ruins of the dinner he had brought.

By luck, helanded with his head to one side. That let him keep breathing. Had he fallen face downin
spilled soup or gravy, he surely would have drowned, for he could not have shifted to clear the muck
from hismouth and nose.

He heard Dara scream. He could not see her; his eyes pointed in the wrong direction and he could not
move them. Each breath was a separate struggle for air. His heart stuttered, uncertain in his chest.

Anthimos stooped beside him and rolled him onto his back. Breathing grew a precioustrifle easier.



"What'swrong, Krispos?' the Emperor demanded, staring down at him. Fetched by the racket of the
dropped tray and by Dara's scream, servants rushed into the dining room. "He's had some sort of fit,
poor beggar,” Anthimostold them.

Barsymessaid, "Let's get him to hisbed. Here, Tyrovitzes, help me move him out of thismuck.”
Grunting, the two eunuchs pulled Krispos away from the spilled food. Barsymes clicked tongue between
teeth. "On second thought, we'd better clean him up before we put him into bed. Well just take him out
to the hallway first." Asif hewere asack of lentils, they dragged him away from the table and out of the
dining room.

"Put him down amoment,” Tyrovitzes said. Barsymes helped ease Krispos to the marble flooring.
Tyrovitzes went back into the dining room. "Y our Mgegties, | am sorry for the disturbance. Someone
will be dong directly, | assure you, to clean up what was unfortunately spilled and to serve you afresh

Had he been able to, Krigpos would have snickered. So sorry the vestiarios turned to a puddle of
mush right before your eyes, your Majesties. A fresh meal will be along directly, so don't worry
about it. But had someone e se been stricken in the same way, he knew he also would have tried to
keep things running smoothly. That was how life worked in the palaces.

"Krigpos, can you hear me? Can you understand me?' Barsymes asked. Though the answer to both was
yes, Krigpos could not giveit. He could only stare up a Barsymes. The eunuch's smooth face lengthened
inthought. "If you do understand, can you blink your eyes?’

The effort was like lifting aboulder as big as he was, but Krispos managed to close hiseyelids. The
world went frighteningly dark. Swesat burst out on hisface as he fought to open hiseyesagain. At last he
succeeded. Hefelt asworn asif ahundred harvests had al been pressed into one day.

"He has hiswits, then," Tyrovitzessaid. "Yes." Barsymeslaid acool hand on Krispos forehead. "No
fever, I'd say. The good god willing, we don't haveto fear catching—whatever thisis." The chamberlain
undid Krispos robe and eased hisarms out of it asif hewereadoll. "Fetch water and towes, if you
would, Tyrovitzes. Well wash him and put him to bed and seeiif he gets better.”

"Aye, what else can we do?" Tyrovitzes sanda s flapped down the hall.

Barsymes squatted on hisheds, studying Krigpos. Watching him in return, Krispos redlized how helpless
he was. Any smdl remembered dight, any resentment the eunuch till felt at being passed over for a
whole man, and Petronas magic would prevail eveniif it had not—aquite—xkilled him outright.

Tyrovitzes came back, setting abucket next to Krigpos head. Without aword, the two eunuchs set to
work. The water was chilly. Krigpos found himsdf shivering. Movements not under his conscious control
seemed to function, after afashion. But that blink had been plenty to exhaust him; he could not have
raised afinger to save his soul from Skotos ice.

The eunuchs hauled him down the corridor to the chamber that had once been Skombros. *One, two—"
Barsymessaid. At "three," he and Tyrovitzeslifted Krigpos and put him on the bed.

Krispos stared up at the ceiling; he had no other choice. If this was what the Sevastokrator's magic had
done to him while he was warded, he wondered what would have become of him without protection.
About the same thing, he supposed, that happened to abull when the fellow at the daughterhouse hit it
between the eyes with his hammer. He would have dropped down dead, and that would have been that.

Barsymes came back alittle later with awide, flat pan. As gently as he could, he worked it under



Krispos buttocks. ™Y ou won't want to soil the sheets,” he observed. Krispos did his best to put a
thank-you look on hisblank face. That hadn't occurred to him. A lot about being completely unableto
carefor himsdlf hadn't occurred to him. Over the dreadfully long, dreadfully dow course of that summer
and fall, hefound out about al of them.

The paace eunuchs kept him dive. They cared for members of theimperia family at dl phases of life.
Sometimes they treated Krigpos like an infant, sometimes like a senile old man. Longinos held him upright
while Barsymes massaged his throat to get him to swallow broth, aspoonful at atime. He watched
himsdlf grow thinner day by day.

Physicians poked and prodded him and went away shaking their heads. Anthimos ordered a
healer-priest to come see him. The priest fell into atrance, but woke from it baffled and defeated. "I am
sorry, your Mg esty, but the iliness has no cause upon which my talent can light,” he told the Avtokrator.

That was only afew days after Krispos was stricken. For those first few days, and for awhile afterward,
Anthimos was congtantly in his chamber, constantly making suggestionsto the eunuchs about his care.
Some of the suggestions were good ones; he urged the eunuchsto roll Krispos from sideto side
periodically to dow the start of bedsores. But when Krigpos showed no signs of legping to hisfeet and
getting on with hisduties asif nothing had happened, the Emperor began to lose interest not so muchin
him but in his case, and came to see him less and less often.

Although he did not leap to hisfeet, ever so dowly Krispos did begin to mend. Had he stayed as weak
and limp as he was when the magic laid him low, he likely would have died, of dow starvation or from
fluid puddling in hisflaccid lungs. The milestones he reached were small ones, at first so smdl he scarcely
noticed them himsdlf, for who pays atention to being able to blink, or to cough? From blinking and
coughing, though, he progressed to swallowing on hisown, and then, later till, to chewing soft food.

He till could not speak. That required control more delicate than his muscles could yet achieve. Being
ableto smile again, and to frown, seemed as val uable to him. Babies used no more to let people know
how they felt.

Krigpos especially vaued the return of expressivenessto hisface when Daravisited him. She did not go
into his chamber often certainly not as often as Anthimos had after he waslaid low But where Anthimos
lost interest in him because his condition changed so dowly, Dara kept coming back.

Oncein awhile she would take abow!l and spoon from one of the eunuchs, prop Krispos up with
pillows, and feed him amed. Barsymes, Tyrovitzes, Longinos, and the rest of the chamberlainswere
gentler and neater than she was. Krispos did not care. He was part of their duty; she helped him only
because she wanted to. Being able to smile back at her let her know he understood that.

Though he could not answer, shetalked a him while she visited. He picked up palace gossip, and
snatches of what went on in the wider world, aswell. Petronas, he learned, was advancing in
Makuraner-held Vaspurakan, but dowly. The breakthrough, the advance on Mashiz of which the
Sevastokrator dreamed, was nowherein sight. Some of his generals had started to grumble. HEd even
sent one packing—a certain Mammianos now found himsalf commanding the western coastd lowlands, a
rich province but one peaceful for so long asto be agraveyard for arighting soldier.

If Petronas himsalf never came back from hiswestern campaign, Krispos would not have shed a
tear—had his condition alowed it, he might have danced around the room. He did hope Mavros was dl
right.

Krigposwas less delighted to learn that Petronas plan for handling Kubrat 1ooked to be working exactly
as the Sevastokrator had predicted. Harvas Black-Robe's Haloga mercenaries, falling on the Kubratoi



from the north, left them too distracted to launch any large raids against the Empire.

"They say Maomir may even lose histhrone," Daratold Krigpos one warm summer evening. Wanting to
hear more, he widened his eyes and did hisbest to look attentive. But instead of going on about the
affairs of the Kubratoi, Daralooked out toward the halway. "Quiet tonight,” she said. Mixed anger and
hurt showed in her eyes, ablend Krigpos had seen there before. "Why shouldn't it be quiet? Anthimos
has been out carousing since alittle past noon, and the good god aone knows when helll decide to honor
us by coming back. So agreat many folk, | have no doubt, have gone off to pursue their own pleasures.”
The Empress laugh was full of self-mockery. "And with you in this state, Krigpos, | can't even do that,
can 1?1 find I've missed you, more than | thought | would. Don't you wish we could ..." Daras voice
sank to athroaty whisper as she described what she wished they could do. Either her imagination was
very fertile, or shedd been thinking for along time.

Krisposfet heat risein him that had nothing to do with the westher. Something else dso rose; those parts
of him not under full conscious control had aways been less subject to Petronas magic than the rest.

Dara saw what her words had done. After another quick glance to the door, she reached out and
stroked him through the bedclothes. "What a shame to waste it," she said. She stood up, hurried out of
the room.

When she came back, she blew out the lamps. She went outside again, looked in, and nodded. "Dark
enough,” Krispos heard her say. She walked over to the bed and drew back the covers. "The door to
my bedchamber isclosed,” she murmured to Krispos. "Anyone will think I'm there. And no one can see
in here from the halway. So, if were quiet...”

She dipped off her drawers. She did not get out of her gown, but hiked it up so she could lower herself
onto Krispos. She moved dowly, to keep the bed from creaking. Even so, he knew he would explode
too soon to please her. Nothing he could do about that, though, he thought through building ecstasy.

Suddenly Darafroze, stifling agasp that had nothing to do with passion. Krispos heard sandalsin the
hallway. Tyrovitzes walked past the door. Dara started to dide away, but the movement made the
bedframe gtart to groan. She froze again. Krispos could not move at dl, but felt himsaf shrinking insde
her asfear overpowered lust.

The eunuch did not even glance in, but kept walking. Daraand Krispos stayed motionless until he came
back, crunching on an apple. Once more, he paid no attention to the dark doorway. The sound of his
footsteps and his chewing faded.

When everything was quiet again, Daradid get off the bed. She covered Krispos once more. Linen
rustled againgt her skin asshe did her drawers up her legs. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "That was abad
idea" She dipped away. Thistime, shedid not return.

Too late, Krigpos was aroused again, with nothing whatever he could do about it. A bad ideaindeed, he
thought, more than alittle annoyed. It had |eft everyone unsatisfied.

Summer wore on. One morning, Krispos woke up on his ssomach. For amoment, he thought nothing of
it. Then he realized he had rolled over in hisdeep. Hetried to roll back again and succeeded after an
effort that left him panting.

Not long after that, his speech returned, first as ahoarse whisper, then, little by little, tones that sounded
more as he remembered he should. As control dowly returned to hisarms and legs he sat up in bed and



then, wobbly as any toddler, stood on his own two fest.

That made Anthimaos notice him again. " Splendid,” the Avtokrator said. "Good to see you on the mend. |
look forward to having you serve me again.”

"l look forward to it, too, your Mgesty," Krigpos said, and found himself meaning it. After months of
forced inactivity, he would have looked forward to along, hot stint in thefields. No, he thought; maybe
to a short stint. Hedid look forward to returning to the imperia bedchamber, both when Anthimoswas
occupying it and even more when he wasn't.

Hefound himself weak and clumsy as apup. He began to exercise. At firgt, the least |abor was plenty to
wear him out. His strength dowly returned. A few weeks before the fall rains came, he went back to
work. He bought handsome presents for the chamberlains who had cared for him so well and so long.

"Thiswas not necessary," Barsymes said as he unwrapped aheavy gold chain. "Therelief of having you
on duty once more and no longer needing to try to keep up with hisMgesty at those feasts of his..." The
eunuch shook his head. But hislong face, usualy sour, wore asmdl, grudging smile. Krispos decided he
hed spent hismoney wisdly.

He soon reconnected himself to the tendrils of the grapevine. He hardly needed to, for the first piece of
newsthat camein was on everyone'slips. not only had Harvas Black-Robe's Halogai smashed the
Kubratoi again, they had seized Fliskavos, the capita and the only red city Kubrat boasted. "By sorcery,
| hear they took it," Longinos said, lowering his voice a the word and sketching the sun-sign over his
heart.

The bare mention of magic was enough to make Krigpos shudder. All the same, he shook his head.
"Sorcery doesn't work well in battle," he said. "Everyoneistoo keyed up for it to stick, or so I've been
told."

"And 1," Longinos agreed. "But | dso know that my sourcesin the north do not lie" The paace eunuchs
heard everything, and usualy knew truth from rumor. Krispos scratched his head and worried alittle. He
sent anoteto lakovitzes. If anyone redly knew what was happening north of the Paristrian mountains,
the little noble was the man.

The next day, one of lakovitzes retainers brought an answering note: "Everything's gone to theice up
there. Harvasis aworse murderer than any of the khagans ever dreamed of being. Maybe heisawizard,
too. | can't think of any other way for him to have won so quickly and easly.”

Krisposworried alittle more, but only for acouple of days. Then he found something more important to
worry about. A messenger sailed into Videssos the city from the westlands with word that Petronas was
on hisway home.

That news dismayed Anthimos, too. "Hell beimpossible,” the Emperor said, pacing back and forth the
next morning while Krigpostried to dresshim. "Impossible, | tell you. Hesfought Makuran al summer
long and he hasn't gained two townsworth having. Hell be humiliated and hell takeit out on me.”

On you? Krigposthought. But he held histongue. Since he recovered enough to talk, hed told no one
the Sevastokrator was to blame for his collapse. He had no proof save Mavros word, and Mavros was
with Petronas in the west. But he exercised harder than ever and began working with his sword again.

Petronas imminent return made Anthimos start an incessant round of reveds, asif he feared he would
never get another chance once his uncle was back. Krigpos lingering weakness gave him the perfect
excuse not to accompany his master to his carousings. As held hoped, the silver bell in his chamber



sometimes rang even when the Avtokrator was away from the imperia residence.

After that dangerous fiasco while held been recovering, Daratook fewer chances. Her summonses most
often came wdl after midnight, when the rest of the household could be counted on to be adeep.
Sometimes, though, she called him openly in the early evening, just for the sake of talk. He did not mind;
on the contrary. Hed learned from Tanilis that talk was intercourse, too.

"What do you think it will be like, having Petronas back again?' Darasaid on one of those early vidts, a
few days before the Sevastokrator was due.

"Perhaps I'm not the one to ask,” Krigpos answered cautioudy. ™Y ou know he and | didn't agree about
hiscampaign. | ill say that the Empire doesn't seem to have fallen gpart while he was gone.” That was as
far ashewaswilling to go. He did not know how the Empressfelt about Petronas.

Hefound out. "l wish the Makurani had dain him," she said. "He's done everything he could to keep
Anthimosfirst aboy and then avoluptuary, so he can go on holding al the power in the Empirein his
ownfigs"

Since that was inarguably true, and since Petronas had got Krigpos the post of vestiarios the better to
control the Emperor, he kept quiet.

Sighing, Darawent on, "I hoped that with Petronas away from the city, Anthimos might comeinto his
own and act as an Avtokrator should. But he hasn't, has he?' She sadly shook her head. | suppose |
shouldn't have expected it. By now heisas hisuncle made him."

"He's afraid of the Sevastokrator, t00," Krispos said. "That's one of the reasons he let Petronas go fight
inthe westlands, for fear hed have used hisarmy herein the city if he were thwarted.”

"I knew that," Darasaid. "I didn't know anyone else did. | think he wasright to be afraid. If Petronas
seized the throne, what would become of Anthimos, or me—or you, cometo that?'

"Nothing good,” Krispos answered. Darawas not made for convent life—the best she could hope
for—and Anthimos even less for the monastery. Krispos knew he himself would not be lucky enough to
have amonastic cdll saved for him. He continued, ""But Anthimas has the power to override anything the
Sevastokrator does, if only he can find the will to useit.”

"If only." A world of cynica doubt lay behind Daraswords.

"But hedmogt did, this past spring,” Krigpos said, not thinking until later how odd it wasfor himto be
defending hislover's husband to her. "Then Petronas came up with using Harvas brigands against
Kubrat, and that gave Anthimaos an excuse for backing down, so hedid. But | don't think he would have,
otherwise."

"What do you think would have happened then?'

"AsK the Lord with the great and good mind, not me. Anthimaosis Avtokrator, aye, but Petronas had
brought al those troopsinto the city. They might have obeyed Anthimaos and, then again, they might not.
Theonly soldiersI'm sure areloyd to him arethe Halogal in the guards regiment, and they wouldn't have
been enough by themselves. Maybeit'sjust aswell he changed hismind.”

"Yielding once makesyidding the next time essier.” Daraturned her head to make an automatic scan of
the doorway. Mischief sparked in her eyes; her voice dropped. "As| should know, and you, aswell."

Krigpos was glad enough to change the subject. Smiling with her, he said, "Aye, your Mgesty, and I'm



glad that's s0." But he knew that was not what Dara had meant at first, and knew she'd been right.

He wondered what Anthimos would require to stiffen his back so he would not yield to Petronasin a
pinch. Thethreat of something worse happening if heyielded than if he didn't, Krispos supposed, or else
afeding that he could get away with defying hisuncle. Unfortunatdly, Krisgpos had no ideawhere
Anthimos could come up with either of those,

If Petronas was not returning from Makuran in triumph, he did his best to make sure the people of
Videssos did not know it. He paraded two regiments of tough-looking troops from the Silver Gate up
Middle Street to the palace quarter, with carts carrying booty and afew degjected Makuraner prisoners
stumbling adong in chains between mounted companies of his men. He himself headed to procession on
his splendid but otherwise usdless show horse.

Asthe soldiers tramped through the city, aherad cried out, "Glory to hisillustrious Highness the
Sevastokrator Petronas, the pae death of the Makurani! Phos' sun shines through him, the conqueror of
Artaz and Hanzith, of Fisand Bardsaand Thelaw!"

"Glory! shouted the soldiers. By the way they yelled and the herdd proclaimed the names of the places
Petronas had captured, anyone who did not know better would have taken them for greet cities rather
than Vaspurakaner hamletsthat, al added together, might have produced atown not much smaler than,
say, Imbros or Opsikion.

And, while Phos sun may have shone through Petronas, it could not penetrate the thick gray clouds that
overhung Videssos the city. Rain drenched the Sevastokrator's parade. Some Videssians stood under
umbrellas and awnings and colonnades to cheer Petronas’ troopers. More stayed indoors.

Krigpos wore awide-brimmed hat of woven straw to keep off the worst of the rain as he watched
Petronas dismiss his soldiersto their barracks once they had traversed the plaza of Paamas . and gotten
out of the public eye. Then the Sevastokrator, cold water dripping from his beard, booted his horseinto
adow trot—the only kind the animal possessed—and rode for hislodging in the building that housed the
Grand Courtroom. Anthimos received Petronas the next day. At Krispos suggestion, hedid soin the
Grand Courtroom. Seated on the throne, decked in the full gorgeousimperia regdia, with chamberlains
and courtiers and Haloga guardsmen formed up on dl sides, the Avtokrator stared, still-faced, as
Petronas walked up the long aide toward him.

As custom required, Petronas halted about ten feet from the base of the throne. He went to his knees and
then to hisbdly in full proskynesis before his nephew. As he started to go down, he spied Krispos, who
was standing to the Emperor'sright. His eyeswidened, very dightly. Krispos lips curved open in ashow
of teeth that was not asmile.

Petronas kept control of hisvoice. "Mgesty,” he said, face to the marble floor.

"Arise" Anthimos answered, a begt later than he might have: a subtle hint that Petronas did not enjoy his
full favor, but one no courtier would fail to notice.

Petronas could not have failed to notice either, but gave no sign as he got to hisfeet. Nor did he give any
sign that he had failed to accomplish al hed hoped in the west. Y our Mgesty, apromising start has
been achieved againgt the vain followers of the Four Prophets,” he declared. "When weather permitsus
to resume the campaign next spring, even grander triumphswill surely follow.”

Standing close by Anthimos, Krispos stiffened. He had not thought the Sevastokrator would so boldly try



to brazen out hisfailure and go on asif nothing had happened. The whispersthat ran through the Grand
Courtroom, soft as summer breeze through leaves, said the same. But while Anthimos sat on theimperia
throne, Petronas had in truth controlled the Empire for well over a decade. How would the Avtokrator
respond now?

Not even Krigpos knew. The ancient formdity of the court kept his head till, but hiseyes did toward
Anthimos. Again the Emperor hesitated, thistime, Krispos was sure, not to make a point but because he
was uncertain what to say. At last hereplied, "Next year's campaigning season is gill along way away.
Between now and then, we shal decide the proper courseto

Petronas bowed. "As your Mg esty wishes, of course." Krispos fdt like cheering. For al his
encouragement, and for dl that he knew Darahad given, even getting Anthimaos to temporizewas a

victory.

Therest of the court sensed that, too. Those soft whispers began again. Petronas withdrew from before
the imperia throne, bowing every few paces until he had retreated far enough to turn and march away.
But as he strode from the Grand Courtroom, he did not have the air of adefeated man.

Krigpos shook his head. "Please give my regretsto his Imperia Highness, excdlent Eroulos. | wasill
amost al summer, and | fear | am too feebleto travel to the Sevastokrator's lodgings.” That wasthe
politest way he could find to say he did not trust Petronas enough to visit him.

"I will passyour words on to my master," Eroulos said gravely. Krigpos wondered what part Petronas
steward had played in the sorcerous attempt on hislife. He liked Eroulos, and thought Eroulos liked him.
But Eroulos was Petronas man, loyal to the Sevastokrator. Faction made friendship difficult.

Petronas did not deign to come to the imperial residenceto visit Krigpos. He was frequently there
nonetheless, trying to talk his nephew round to letting him continue hiswar against Makuran. Whenever
he saw Krigpos, he stared through him asif he did not exit.

Despite dl Krispos urging, he could tell Anthimos was wavering. Anthimos was far more used to
listening to Petronas than to Krigpos ... and Petronas commanded hisarmies. Glumly, Krispos braced
himsalf for another defeat, and wondered if he would keep his post.

Then, much delayed on account of the vile winter westher, word reached Videssos the city from what
had been the frontier with Kubrat. Bands of Harvas Black-Robe's Haogai had crossed the border in
severd places, looted villages on Videssan soil, massacred their inhabitants, and withdrawn.

Krigpos made sure Anthimos read through the reports, which described the daughter of thevillagersin
lurid detail. "Thisisdreadful!" the Emperor exclaimed, sounding more than alittle sickened. He shoved
the parchments aside.

"Soitis, your Mgesty," Krigpos said. "These northerners seem even more vicious than the Kubratoi "

"They certainly do." With asort of horrid fascination, Anthimos picked up the reports and read them
again. He shuddered and threw them down. "By the sound of things, they might have been doing Skotos
work."

Krigpos nodded. "That'swell put, your Mgesty. They do seem to bekilling just for the sport of it, don't
they? And remember, if you will, whose advice caused you to make those butchers the neighbors of the
Empire. Also remember who wants you to go right on ignoring them so he can keep up his pointlesswar



with Makuran."

"WEIl haveto find you awife one day, Krigpos," Anthimos said with adry chuckle. "That was one of the
smoothest 'l told you so's I've ever heard.” Krigpos dutifully smiled, thinking it was not in the Avtokrator
to stay serious about anything for long. But Anthimos was serious. The next day, Petronas cameto talk
about the campaign he planned in the west. Anthimos wordlesdy handed him the dispatches from the
northern frontier. "Unfortunate, aye, but what of them?" Petronas said when he was done reading. "By
the nature of things, well dways have barbarians on that border, and barbarians, being barbarians, will
probe a usfrom timeto time."

"Exactly s0," Anthimos said. "And when they probe, they should run up againgt soldiers, not find dl of
them away in the west. Uncle, | forbid you to attack Makuran until these new barbarians of yourslearn
we will respond to their raids and can keep them in check.”

Out in the corridor, Krispos whistled along, low, quiet note. That was stronger language than hed ever
expected Anthimosto use to Petronas. He plied his dust rag with new enthusiasm. ™Y ou forbid me, your
Majesty?' Petronas voice held atone Krigpos had heard there before, of grown man talking to beardless
youth.

Usualy Anthimos ether did not catchiit or paid it no mind. Thistime, it must have rankled. "Y es, by the
good god, | forbid you, Uncle," he snapped back. "I am the Avtokrator, and | have spoken. Do you
propose to disobey my express command?”'

Krispos waited for Petronasto try to jolly him round, as he had so often. But the Sevastokrator only
sad, "l will dways obey you, Mgesty, for aslong as you are Emperor.” Thefeet or his chair scraped on
polished marble as he rose. "Now if you will excuse me, | have other businessto attend to.”

Petronas walked past Krigpos asif he were not there; had he stood in the middle of the corridor, he
suspected the Sevastokrator would have walked over him rather than swerve aside. A couple of minutes
later, Anthimos came out of the room where held met with Petronas. In amost unimperia gesture, he
wiped hisforehead with hisdeeve.

"Whew!" he said. "Standing up to my uncle is bloody hard work, but by Phos, | didit! He said hed
obey." He sounded proud of himsdlf. Krigpos did not blame him.

Being who he was, Anthimos celebrated what he saw as his triumph over Petronas with ajar of wine,
and then with another one. Thusfortified, he headed off for an evening of revds, dragging Krispos adong.

Krigpos did not want to revel. The more he listened to Petronas wordsin his mind, the less they seemed
apromise to obey. He had no trouble escaping the carouse; for one of the rare times since Krispos had
known him, Anthimos drank himself insensible. Krigpos ducked out of the feast and hurried back to the
imperid residence.

Seeing alight under the closed door of the bedchamber the Emperor and Empress used, he softly tapped
at the door. Dara opened it amoment later. She smiled. ™Y ou grow bold," she said. "Good." She pressed
hersdf againgt him and tilted her face up for akiss.

Hegladly gaveit, but then stepped away from her. "Tell mewhat you think of this" he said, and repested
Anthimos conversation with Petronas as exactly as he could.

By the time he was done, Dara's expression had gone from lickerish to worried. "Hell obey aslong as
Anthimosis Emperor, he said? What happensif Anthimosisn't Emperor any more?"



"That'sjust what | thought,” Krispossaid. "'l wanted to be sure | wasn't imagining things. If Petronas
wants to overthrow the Avtokrator, it shouldn't be hard for him. Most of the soldiersand dmost dl the
high officerslook to him, not to Anthimos. Till now, though, he hasn't wanted to."

"Why should he have bothered?' Darasaid. " Anthimos was dways pliant enough to suit him—till now, as
you say. How are we going to stop him?" Her worry was fast becoming fear.

"We haveto convince Anthimos that his uncle hasn't meekly backed down,” Krispos said. "We ought to
be able to manage that, the more so since I'm sureit'strue. And if we do—" He paused, thinking hard.
"How doesthissound ... 7'

Frowning, Daralistened to what he proposed. At one point, he raised a hand to stop him. "Not Gnatios,”
shesaid.

"No, by the good god, and I'm twice an idiot now for thinking of him," Krispos exclaimed, mentaly
kicking himself. Daralooked aquestion a him, but he did not explain. Instead, he went on, "' keep
forgetting that even holy men have palitics. The abbot Pyrrhoswould serve aswdll, then, and held legp at
the chance." Hefinished setting forth his scheme.

"Maybe," Darasaid. "Maybe. And maybe, right now, looks better than any other chance we have. Let's
try it

"How may | serveyou, your Mgesty?" Petronas asked offhandedly. Hisindifference, Krigpos thought,
was enough by itsaf to damn him and confirm dl suspicions. If the Sevastokrator no longer cared what
Anthimaos did, that could only be because he was preparing to dispense with him.

"Uncle, | think | may have been hasty the other day," Anthimos said. Dara had suggested that he sound
nervous, he was having no trouble following the suggestion.

"You certainly were," Petronas rumbled. No, no sign of give there, Krigpos thought. The Sevastokrator
went on, "That'swhat you get for heeding the rasca who keeps pretending to dust outside there.”
Krigposfdt hisearsblaze. So he hadn't gone unnoticed, then. Even so, he did not stop listening.

"Er, yes," Anthimos said—nervoudy. "Well, | hope | can make amends.”

"It'srather late for that," Petronas said. Krispos shivered. He only hoped he and Darawere not too late
to save Anthimos crown.

"I know | have alot to make amendsfor," the Emperor said. "Not just for ordering you to stand down
the other day, but for al you've done for me and for the Empire as regent when my father died and dso
since I've come of age. | want to reward you as you deserve, o, if it please you, I'd like to proclaim you
co-Avtokrator before the whole court three days from now. Having done so much of the work for so
long, you deserveyour full share of thetitle”

Petronas stayed quiet so long that Krisposfdt his hands curl into tight fists, then his nails biting into his
pams. The Sevastokrator could seize the full imperia power for himsef—would he be content with the
offer of part of it, legally given? He asked,

"If I am to rule alongside you, Anthimos, does that mean you'll no longer try to meddiein thearmy and its

"Uncle, you know more of such thingsthan | do," Anthimossaid.



"You'd best believel do," Petronas growled. "High time you remembered it, too. Now the question is,
do you mean al you say? | know how to find out, by the Lord with the great and good mind. I'll say yes
to you, lad—if you cast that treacherous scoundrel of a Krispos from the palaces.”

"The moment | set the crown on your head, uncle, Krisposwill be cast not only from the palaces but
from the city,” Anthimos promised. Krispos and Dara had planned to have the Emperor tell Petronas just
that. Therisk remained that Anthimoswould do exactly as hed promised. If he feared Petronas more
than he trusted hiswife, his chamberlain, and his own abilities, he might pay the price for what he
reckoned security.

"Hateto wait that long," Petronas said; then, at last, "Oh, very well, nephew, keep him another three days
if it makes you happy. We have ourselves abargain.” The Sevastokrator got to hisfeet and triumphantly
strode out of the chamber in which he had talked with Anthimos. Seeing Krispos outside, he spoketo
him for the first time since held returned from the west: "Three days, wretch. Start packing.”

His head lowered, Krispos dusted the gilded frame of an icon of Phos. He did not reply. Petronas
laughed at his dismay and strutted past him down the corridor.

Fine snow fdl outside the Grand Courtroom as the grandees and high ministers of the Empire gathered to
See Petronas exalted. Inside, heat ducts that ran under the floor from aroaring furnace kept the throne
room warm.

When dl the officids and nobleswerein their places, Krispos nodded to the captain of Anthimos Haloga
bodyguards. The captain nodded to his men. Axes held a present-arms before them, they dow-marched

out in double row to form an aide down the center of the hal, through which the Avtokrator and his party
would advance. Their gilded chain mail glittered in the torchlight.

Once that aide was made, Anthimos, Dara, Pyrrhos, and Krispos waked along it toward the
throne—no, thrones now, Krispos saw, for a second high seat had been placed beside thefirgt; if there
were to be co-Avtokrators, each required his own place of honor. A crown lay on that second sedt.

Silks rustled as courtiers prostrated themsel ves when Anthimos passed them. Asthey rose, the nobles
whispered among themsalves. "Where's Gnatios?' Krigpos heard one say to the fellow beside him.
"Ought to have the patriarch here to crown anew Emperor.”

"He's down with the flux, poor chap,” the other grandee answered. "Pyrrhosisavery holy manin his
own right. The good god won't mind."

Everyone at the patriarcha manson was down with the flux, Krispos thought. Considering the number of
goldpieces hed spent to make sure a particular potion got into the mansion's kitchen, he was not
surprised. Poor Gnatios and his clericd colleagues would be dashing to the outhouse for the next severa

days.

Anthimos climbed the three steps to the thrones and sested himself in the one that had dways been his.
Darastood at hisright hand on the highest step, Pyrrhosin the center of the lowest step. Krispos was
also to the Emperor'sright, but off the steps altogether. He had hel ped plan the spectacle that wasto
come, but it was Anthimos to play out.

The Avtokrator sat unmoving, staring without expression back toward the entrance to the Grand
Courtroom. Beside and in front of him, Dara and Pyrrhos might also have been statues. Krispos wanted
to fidget. With an effort, he controlled himsdlf. Petronas came into the Grand Courtroom. Hisrobe, of



scarlet silk encrusted with gold and gems, was identical to Anthimos. Only his bare head declared that he
was not yet Avtokrator. Marching with military precision, he gpproached the thrones. A tiny frown
crossed hisface when he saw Krispos, but then his eyes went back to the crown waiting for him on the
throne that wasto be his. He looked at Krigpos again and smiled, unpleasantly.

Then, for the last time, he performed the proskynesis before his nephew. He rose and bowed to
Anthimosasto an equa. "Mgesty," he said. His voice was strong and proud.

"Mgesty," Anthimos echoed. Some of the courtiers started whispering again, thinking that the formal
recognition of Petronas eevation. But Anthimos went onin amusing tone, "Mgesty isthe word we use
to denote the sovereign of the State, the power that ishis, asignpost of the imperid office, if you will,
rather like the red boots only the Avtokrator is privileged to wear."

Petronas gravely nodded. Krispos watched him go from attention to at ease. If Anthimos was going to
make a speech before he got around to the coronation, Petronas would endureit in dignified comfort.

And Anthimos was going to make a speech. He continued, "The Empire, of course, isindivisible. Ought
not its sovereignty and the acknowledgment of that sovereignty to be the same? Many would say no, for
Videssos has known co-Avtokrators before; the creation of another would be no innovation on the
ancient cusoms of our gate."

Petronas nodded once more, thistime, Krigpos thought, with atrace of smugness. Anthimos was il
speaking. "And yet, those former Avtokrators surely each had reasons they reckoned pressing when they
invested their colleagues with ashare of the imperid dignity: perhapsto give ason or other chosen
successor ataste of responsibility before the passing of the senior partner.

"My uncle Petronas, who stands before me now, is, asyou al know, aready familiar with the power
inherent in the throne," Anthimos said. Petronas nodded yet again. His nephew went on,"Indeed, for
many years the administration of the state and of its armies was entrusted to him. At first this was because
of my youth, later not least on account of his own desire to continue what he had begun.”

Petronas stood patiently, waiting for Anthimosto cometo the point. Now Anthimos did: "In his control of
the armies, my uncle has fought againgt our ancient foe Makuran. Having failed to win any victoriesto
gpesk of in hisfirgt year, he seeks asecond year of campaigning, and this at atime when other
barbarians, brought near our northern frontier at his urging, now thresten us."

The smile suddenly faded from Petronas face. Anthimos took no notice, continuing, "When | urged him
to consder this, he held it to be of scant import, and as much astold me he would use hisinfluence over
our soldiery to topple me from my throneif | failed to do as he wished." Anthimosraised hisvoice, cdled
to the Halogai in the Grand Courtroom, " Soldiers of Videssos, who isyour Avtokrator, Anthimos or
Petronas?’

"Anthimod!" the northerners cried, so loud that echoes rang from thewalls and high ceilings. "Anthimod ™

The Emperor rose from histhrone. "Then seize thistraitor here, who sought to terrify meinto granting him
ashare of theimperid power to which hehasno right!"

"Why, you—" Petronas sprang toward his nephew. Dara screamed, throwing hersdlf in front of
Anthimos. Before Petronas could reach the steps that led up to the throne, though, Krispos grappled with
him, holding him in place until three Halogal, axes upraised, came clattering from their posts nearest the
imperia segt.

"Yield or diel" one shouted to Petronas, who was sill struggling against Krispos greater strength. All the



rest of theimperia guards aso held their axes above their heads, ready to loose massacre in the Grand
Courtroom if any of Petronas backers among the Empire's assembled nobles and commanders sought to
rescue the Sevastokrator. No one did.

Krigpos thought Petronas fury so great he would die before he gave up. But the Sevastokrator was a
veteran soldier, long used to calculating the odds of successin battle. Although hatred burned in his eyes,
he checked himself, stepped back from Krispos, and bent his head to the big blond axemen. "l yidd," he
choked ouit.

"Youd better, Uncle," Anthimos said, sitting once more. "By the good god, 1'd sooner see Krigpos here
on the throne than you." From her place just below him, Daranodded vigoroudy. Hewent on, "And
snce you have yielded, you must be placed in circumstances where you can no longer threaten us. Will
you now willingly surrender up your hair and join the brotherhood of monks at a monastery of our
choosing, there to spend the rest of your daysin contemplation of the Lord with the great and good
mind?'

"Willingly?' By now Petronas had enough gplomb back to raise an ironic eyebrow. "Aye, considering the
dternative, I'll abandon my hair willingly enough. Better to have my hair trimmed than my neck.”

"Pyrrhos?' Anthimos said.

"With plessure, your Maesty." The abbot stepped down onto the floor of the Grand Courtroom. In the
pouch on his belt he carried scissors and a glitteringly sharp razor. He bowed to Petronas and held up a
copy of Phos scriptures. Formality kept from hisvoice any gloating he might havefdt ashe sad,
"Petronas, behold the law under which you shdl liveif you choose. If in your heart you fed you can
observeit, enter the monadtic life; if not, speak now."

Petronas took no offense at being addressed so simply—if he was to become amonk, the titles he had
enjoyed were no longer his. He did permit himsalf one meaningful glance a the axemen around him, then
replied, "I shal observeit.”

"Shdl you truly?"
"l shdl truly."
"Truly?'

"Truy."

After Petronas affirmed his pledge for the third time, Pyrrhos bowed again and said," Then lower your
proud head, Petronas, and yield your hair in token of submission to Phos, the L ord with the great and
good mind." Petronas obeyed. Graying hair fell to the marble floor asthe abbot plied his scissors. When
he had it cropped short, he switched to the razor.

The crown Petronas had expected to wear lay on alarge cushion of scarlet satin. After Pyrrhoswas
done shaving Petronas head, he climbed the stepsto that second throne and lifted the cushion. Beneath
it, folded flat, was arobe of coarse blue wool. The abbot took it and returned to Petronas.

"The garment you now wear does not suit the sation in life you will have henceforth,” he said. "Strip it off,
and those red boots as well, that you may don the robe of monastic purity.”

Again Petronas did as he was told, unhooking the fastenings that held theimperia raiment closed. With a
fine shrug of indifference, he let the magnificent robe fal to the floor, then yanked off theimperial boots.
His undertunic and drawers were of smooth, glistening silk. He stood easily, waiting for Pyrrhosto



proceed. Defeated or not, Krispos thought, he had style.

Pyrrhos frowned to see Petronas rich undergarments. "Those will aso be taken from you when we reach
the monagtery,” he said. "They arefar too fine for the smplelife the brethren live."

"Y ou may take them now, for dl | care," Petronas said, shrugging again.

Krispos was sure he'd hoped to embarrass Pyrrhos. He succeeded, too; the abbot went red to the top of
his shaven pate. Recovering, he answered, "As| sad, that may wait until you join your fellow monks.”
He held out the blue robe to Petronas. "'Put thison, if you please." While Petronas dipped on the,
monagtic robe, Pyrrhosintoned, "Asthe garment of Phos blue coversyour body, so may his
righteousness enfold your heart and preserveit from dl evil."

"Somay it be" Petronas said. He traced the circular sun-sign over his heart. So did everyonein the
Grand Courtroom, save only the heathen Halogai. Krigpos did not fedl hypocritical as he silently prayed
that the man who till moments before had been Sevastokrator would make agood monk. Likedl his
countrymen, hetook hisfaith serioudy—and better for Petronas, he thought, to end up in amonastic cell
than to spill hisblood on the polished marblein front of the throne.

"It isaccomplished, Brother Petronas,”" Pyrrhos said. "Come with me now to the monastery of the holy
Sirikios, that you may make the acquaintance of your comradesin Phos service." He began to lead the
new monk out of the Grand Courtroom.

"Holy sr, amoment, if you please," Anthimos said from histhrone. Pyrrhoslooked back at the
Avtokrator with obedience but no grest liking: he had worked with Anthimaosto bring down Petronas,
but felt even more scorn for the younger man'sway of life than for the elder's. Nonetheless he waited as
Anthimos went on, ™Y ou might be well advised to have Vagn, Hjaborn, and Narvikkathere accompany
you to the monastery, lest Brother Petronas, ah, suddenly repent of his decision to serve the good god.”

Darahad been proudly watching Anthimos since the dramain the throne room began, asif she had
trouble believing he could face down his uncle and was overjoyed to be proven wrong. Now, hearing her
husband speak such plain good sense, the Empress brought her hands together in asmall, involuntary
clap of ddight. Krigposwished she would look at him that way.

He fought down astab of jedlousy. Anthimos, thistime, was right. That made jeal ousy unimportant.
When Pyrrhos hesitated, Krispos put in, "Were things different, Petronas himself would tell you that was
agood idea, holy sr."

"You've learned well, and may theicetake you," Petronas said. Then, surprisingly, he laughed. "1
probably would, &t that.”

Pyrrhos nodded. "Very well. Such untimely repentance would be agreat sin, and sn we must dways
sruggle againg. Let it be asyou say, your Mgesty." Along with his new monk and the three broad, burly
Haogawarriors, the abbot withdrew from the imperial presence.

"Anthimos, thou conquerest!" one of the courtiers shouted—the ancient Videssian cry of approva for an
Avtokrator. In an ingtant, the Grand Courtroom was full of uproar, with everyone trying to outyell his
neighbor to show hisloydty to the newly independent ruler: " Anthimos" " Thou conquerest, Anthimos!"
"Thou conquerest!” "Anthimod"

Beaming, the Emperor drank in the praise. Krigpos knew much of it wasinsincere, made by men il
loyd to Petronas but too wise in the ways of surviva at the imperia court to show it. He made amentd
note to ask Anthimosto post Halogai around the monastery of the holy Sirikios to supplement Pyrrhos



club-wielding monks. But that could wait; for the moment, like Anthimaos, Krispos was content to enjoy
the triumph he'd helped create.

At last the Avtokrator raised ahand. Anthimos said, "Asthefirst decree of this new phase of my reign, |
commeand al of you hereto go forth and live joyfully for therest of your lives!”

Laughter and cheers rang through the Grand Courtroom. Krigpos joined them. All the same, hewas
thinking Anthimos would need amore serious program than thet if he intended to rule aswell asreign.
Krigpos smiled alittle. That program would have to come from someone. Why not him?

X1l

"What isyour will, your Mgesty?' Krigpos asked. " Shall we continue your uncleswar against Makuran
on the smaller scale welll have to use because we've shifted men back to the north, or shdl we make
peace and withdraw from the few towns Petronas took?*

"Don't bother me right now, Krigpos." Anthimos had hisnosein ascroll. Had the scroll been too far
away for Krisposto read, he would have been impressed with the Emperor'sindustry, for it wasalisting
of property that looked much like atax document. But Krispos knew it listed the winesin Petronas
cdlars, which had fallen to Anthimos along with the rest of hisunclesvast holdings.

Krigpos perssted. "Y our Mgesty, spring ishard upon us." He gestured to the open window, which let in
amild, sweet-smelling breeze and showed brilliant sunshine outside. "If you don't want to meet the envoy
the King of Kingshas sent us, what shdl | tell him?'

"Tdl himto gototheice” Anthimos snapped. "Tell him whatever you bloody well please. This catalogue
says Petronas had five amphorae of golden Vaspurakaner wine, and my cellarers have only been ableto
find three. | wonder where he hid the other two." The Avtokrator brightened. "I know! I'll cast a spdll of

finding to sniff them out.”

Krigpos gave up. "Very well your Mgesty." He'd hoped to guide Anthimos. Like Petronas, he was
discovering guiding was not enough most of thetime. If anything needed doing, he had to doit. And so,
while the Avtokrator busied himself with his spdll of finding, Krigpos bowed to Chihor-V shnasp, the
Makuraner ambassador.

Chihor-V shnasp bowed back, less deeply. That was not an insult. Like most of his countrymen,
Chihor-V shnasp wore a bucket-shaped felt hat that was liableto fdl off if he bent too far. "'l hope his
Imperid Mgesty recoversfrom hisindigpostion soon,” he said in excellent Videssan.

"Sodol," Krispos said, continuing the polite fiction he knew Chihor-V shnasp knew to be a politefiction.
"Meanwhile, maybe you and | can see how close we get to settling things for his gpprova.”

"Shdl wetry that, esteemed and eminent sir?* Chihor-V shnasp's knowledge of Videssian usages seemed
flawless. Thoughtfully studying Krispos, he went on, " Such was the custom of the former Sevastokrator
Petronas.” It was as smooth away as Krispos could imagine of asking him whether hein effect filled
Petronas place.

"| think the Avtokrator will ratify whatever we do," he answered.

"S0." Chihor-Vshnasp drew thefirst sound of theword out into ahiss. "Itisas| had been led to believe.



L et usdiscuss these matters, then." He looked Krigpos full in theface. Hislarge, dark eyeswere limpid,
innocent, trusting as a child. They reminded Krispos of the eyes of 1bas, the horse trader who doctored
the teeth of the beasts he sold.

Chihor-V shnasp dickered like a horse trader, too. That made life difficult for Krispos, who wanted to
abandon Petronas war on Makuran; because of what he/d known growing up on both sides of the
northern frontier and because of the unknown quantity Harvas Black-Robe's mercenaries represented, he
thought the danger there more pressing than the one in the west.

But Krispos also feared just walking away from Petronas war. Some disgruntled generd would surely
riseinrebdlionif hetried. The high officersin the Videssan army had dl resworn their oathsto Anthimos
after Petronasféell, but if onerose, Krispos wondered whether the rest would resst him or join his
re-volt. He did not want to have to find out.

And so, remembering how lakovitzes had gone round and round with Lexo the Khatrisher, he sparred
with Chihor-Vshnasp. At last they settled. Videssos kept the small towns of Artaz and Hanzith, and the
valey in which they lay. Vaspurakaners from the regions round the other towns Petronas had taken were
to be dlowed to move fredy into Videssan territory, but Makuran would reoccupy those aress.

After Krispos swore by Phos and Chihor-V shnasp by his peopl€'s Four Prophetsto present to their
sovereigns the terms on which they'd agreed, the Makuraner smiled adightly triumphant smile and said,
"Few from Fisand Thelaw and Bardaawill go over to you, you know. We saw that in the fighting last
year—they loathe Videssos more for being heretic than Makuran for being heathen, and so did little to
adyou.”

"I know. | read the dispatches, too," Krigpos said camly.

Chihor-V shnasp pursed hislips. "Interesting. Y ou bargained long and hard for the sake of a concession
you admit to be meaningless.”

"Itisn't meaningless,” Krispos said, "not when | can present it to his Mg esty and the court asavictory.”

"S0." Chihor-Vshnasp hissed again. "1 have word, then, to take to his puissant Mg esty Nakhorgan, King
of Kings, pious, beneficent, to whom the God and his Prophets Four have granted many years and wide
domains: that his brother in might Anthimos remains ably served by his advisors, evenif the names

chenge"
"You flatter me." Krigpostried not to show the pleasure hefelt.

"Of course | do." Chihor-Vshnasp wasin hismid-forties, not hislate twenties. The look he gave Krigpos
was another act of flattery, for it seemed to imply that the two of them were equa in experience. Then he
smiled. "That you notice says | have good reason to."

Krigpos bowed in his chair toward the Makuraner envoy. Helifted his cup of wine. "Shal we drink to
our success?'

Chihor-V shnasp raised his cup, too. "By al means."

"By the good god!" Mavros exclamed, staring wide-eyed at atroupe of young, comely acrobats who
formed a pyramid with some most unconventiona joinings. "1've never seen anything like that before!”

"HisMgesty'srevels arelike no others," Krigpos agreed. Held invited hisfoster brother to the



feast—Mavroswas part of Anthimos household these days. All of Petronas men, al of Petronas vast
properties were forfeit to the Avtokrator when the Sevastokrator fell, just as Skombros had been
before. Anthimos had his own head groom, but Mavros new post as that man's aide carried no small
weight of respongbility.

And now, without warning, his eyes it with agleam Krigpos had seen there before, but never so brightly.
He turned and hurried off. "Where are you going?' Krispos called after him. He did not answer, but
disappeared into the night. Krispos wondered if watching the acrobats had stirred him so much he had to
go find some companionship. If that was what Mavros wanted, Krispos thought, he wasfoolish to leave,
The women right here were more attractive than any hewaslikely to find el sewhere in the city—and
Anthimos did not bid any likely to say no to cometo hisfeasts. Krispos shrugged. He knew he didn't
think things through al the time, however hard he tried. No reason Mavros should, either.

A man came out with a pandoura, struck aringing chord, and began to sing abawdy wedding song.
Another fellow accompanied him with a set of pipes. Theloud, cheerful music worked the same magicin
the palace complex asin any peasant village throughout the Empire. It pulled people off couches and
away from plates piled high with sea urchins and tuna, asparagus and cakes. It made them want to dance.
Asat any village wedding throughout the Empire, they formed rings and capered round and round,
drowning out the Singer asthey roared dong with his song.

The Halogal might have shouted outside. If they did, no one ever heard them. Thefirst Krispos knew of
Mavros return was when awoman facing the entrance screamed. Others, some men among them,
screamed, to. Pandoura and pipes played on for another few notes, then raggedly fell silent.

"Hello, your Mgesty," Mavros said, spotting Anthimosin one of the suddenly hdted rings. "1 thought it
was ashamefor your friend hereto be missing al thefun." He clucked to the horse he wasriding—one
of Anthimos favorites—and touched its flanks with his heels. Hooves clattering on the smooth stone
floor, the horse advanced through the revelers toward the tables piled high with food.

"Don't just stand there, Krispos," Mavros caled. "Feed this good fellow a strawberry or six.”

Krigposfdt like throwing something a& Mavrosfor involving himin this mad jape. Reluctantly he stepped
toward the tables. Refusing, he thought, would only ook worse. He picked up the bowl of strawberries.
Amid vast dlence, the snuffling of the horse asit ate was the only sound.

Then Anthimoslaughed. All a once, everyone else was laughing, too: whatever the Emperor thought
funny could not be an outrage. "Why didn't you bring amarein season?' Anthimos caled. "Then he could
share dl the pleasureswe do."

"Maybe next time, your Mgesty," Mavros said, hisface perfectly straight.
"Yes well, dl right,” Anthimos sad. "Pity there's no entertainment that redlly could amuse him.”

"Oh, I wouldn't say that, your Mgesty,” Mavros answered blithely. "After dl, he has usto watch—and if
wearen't funny, what is?"

Anthimos laughed again. Asfar as he was concerned, Mavros headlong style of wit was agreat success.
Thinking about it, though, Krisposwondered if hisfoster brother hadn't been telling the exact and litera
truth.

The Emperor said, " One reward we can give him—if he'sfinished with those strawberries there, why
don't you fill that bowl up with wine? Here, you can use thisjar if you careto.” Nodding, Mavros took
the jar to which Anthimos had pointed. He brought it back to where the horse stood patiently waiting,



upended over the bowl that <till held afew mashed strawberries. The thick wine poured out, yellow asa
Halogas hair. Y our Mgesty!" Krigpos exclamed. "Isthat jar from one of the missing amphorae from
Petronas cdlars?'

"Asamatter of fact, it is" Anthimoslooked smug. "I was hoping you'd notice. The spell | employed
worked rather well, wouldn't you say? It took my men right to the missing jars.”

"Good for you." Krispos eyed the Avtokrator with more respect than he was used to giving him.
Anthimos had stuck with his magic and worked to regain it with greater persistence than he devoted to
anything else save the pleasures of the flesh. Asfar as Krispos could tell, he ill botched conjurations
every S0 often, but none—yet—in away that had endangered him. If only he gave as much attention to
the broader concerns of the Empire, Krispos thought. Whenever he wanted to be, he was plenty
capable. Too often, he did not care to bother.

Krigpos wondered how often held had that identical thought, Enough times, hewas sure, that if hehad a
goldpiecefor each one, the pen-pushersin the imperia treasury could lower the taxes on every farmin
Videssos.

They wouldn't, of course; whenever new money came aong, Anthimos awaysinvented anew way to
spend it. As now: the thought had hardly crossed Krigpos mind before the Avtokrator sidled up to him
and said, "Y ou know, | think I'm going to have apool dug besidethishall, so | can stock it with
minnows."

"Minnows, your Mgesty?' If Anthimos had concelved apassion for fishing, hed done it without Krigpos
noticing, "Trout would give you better port, I'd think."

"Not that sort of minnows.” Anthimos looked exasperated at Krispos lack of imagination. He glanced
toward a couple of the courtesansin the crowded room. " That sort of minnows. Don't you think they
could be very amusing, nibbling around the way minnows do, in lovely cool water on ahot summer

evening?'
"| suppose they might," Krigpos said, "if you—and they—don't mind being mosquito food while you're

gporting.” Mosquitoes and gnats and biting insects of al sorts flourished in the humid heet of the city's
summer.

The Emperor'sfacefell, but only for amoment. "1 could hold the bugs a bay with magic.”
"Your Mgesty, if abug-repelling spdl were easy, everyone would useit instead of mosguito netting.”
"MaybeI'll devise an easy one, then,” Anthimos said.

Maybe he would, too, Krispos thought. Even if the Emperor no longer had atutor, he wasturning into a
magician of sorts. Krigpos had no interest whatever in becoming awizard. He was, however, asolidly
practicd man. He said, "Even without sorcery, you could put atent of mosquito netting over and around

your pool."

"By thegood god, so | could.” Anthimos grinned and clapped Krispos on the back. He talked for the
next half hour about the pool and the entertainments he envisioned there. Kripos listened, enthralled.
Anthimos was a voluptuary's voluptuary; he took—and communi cated—ypleasure in talking about
pleasure.

After awhile, the thought of the pleasure he would enjoy later roused him to pursue some immediately.
He beckoned to one of thetartsin the hall and took her over to an unoccupied portion of the pile of



pillows. Hed hardly begun when he got anew idea. "L et's make apyramid of our own," he called to the
other couples and groups there. "Do you think we could?' They tried. Shaking his head, Krigpos
watched. It wasn't nearly so fine asthe acrobats pyramid, but everybody in it seemed to be having a
good time. That was Anthimos, through and through.

"Minnows," Darahissed.

Krispos had never heard the name of asmall, nondescript fish used as aswear word before, and needed
amoment to understand. Then he asked, "How did you hear about that?"

"Anthimostold melast night, of course," the Empress answered through clenched teeth. "Helikesto tell
me about hislittle schemes, and he was so excited over this one that he told me all about it." She glared
a Krispos. "Why didn't you stop him?"

"Why didn't | what?' He stared at her. Anthimos was out carousing, but the hour was till early and the
door from the imperia bedchamber to the hal wide open. Whatever got said had to be said in atone of
voice that would attract no notice from anyone waking down the corridor. Remembering that hel ped
Krispos hold histemper. "How was | supposed to stop him? He's the Avtokrator; he can do what he
likes. And don't you think hed wonder why | tried to talk him out of it? What reason could | give him?"

"That that cursed pool—may Skotos ice cover it dl year around—isjust another way, and aparticularly
vileone, for himto be unfaithful to me."

"How am | supposed to tell him that? If | sound like apriest, hés more likely to shave my head and put
me in ablue robe than to listen to me. And besides ..." He paused to make sure no one was outside to
hear, then went on, "Besides, things being asthey are, I'm hardly the oneto tell him anything of thekind.”

"But he listensto you," Darasaid. "He listens to you more than to anyone else these days. If you can't get
him to pay heed, no one can. | know it'snot fair to ask you—"

"Y ou don't beginto." Krispos had thought defending Anthimos to Darawas curious. Now she wanted
him to get Anthimosto be more faithful to her so shewould have lesstime and lessdesireto giveto him
because she would be giving more to her husband. He had not been trained in fancy logic at the
Sorcerers Collegium, but he knew amuddie when he stepped into one. He aso knew that explaining it
to her would be worse than awaste of time—it would make her furious.

Sighing, hetried another tack. "Helistensto me when hefedslikeit. Even on the business of the Empire,
that's not nearly al thetime. When it comesto ... things heredly likes, he pays attention only to himself.
Y ou know that, Dara" He still spoke her name but seldom. When he did, it was away to emphasize that
what he said was important.

"Yes, | doknow," shesaidinalow voice. "That's SO even now that Petronasis locked up for good. All
Anthimos cares about is doing just what he wants." Her eyeslifted and caught Krispos. She had away
of doing that which made it next to impossiblefor him to tell her no. "At least try to get him to set hishand
to the Empire. If he doesn't, who will?"

"I'vetried before, but if you'll remember, | was the one who ended up hashing things out with
Chihor-Vshnasp.”

"Try again," Darasad, those eyes mdtingly soft. "For me.”

"All right, I'll try," Krigpos said with no great optimism. Again he thought how strange it wasfor Darato



use her lover to improve her husband. He wondered just what that meant—probably that Anthimoswas
more important to her than he was. Whatever hisflaws, the Avtokrator was handsome and affable—and
without him, Darawould be only awestlands nobl€'s daughter, not the Empress of Videssos. Having
gained so much status through his connectionsto others, Krigpos understood how she could fear losing
hersif the person from whom it derived was cast down.

She amiled a him, differently from amoment before. "Thank you, Krispos. That will bedl for now, |
think." Now she spoke as Empressto vestiarios. He rose, bowed, and |eft her chamber, angry at her for
changing moods so abruptly but unable to show it.

Having nothing better to do, he went to bed. Some time in the middle of the night, the smdll silver bell in
his bedchamber rang. He wondered whether Anthimos was summoning him, or Dara. Either way, he
thought grouchily as he dressed and tried to rub the deep from his eyes, he would have to please and

obey.

It was Dara; the Emperor was sill out roistering. Even the comfort of her body, though, could not
completely make up for the way sheld treated him earlier. As he had with Tanilis, he wanted to be more
than abedwarmer for her. That she sometimes remembered him as a person only made it worse when
sheforgot. One day, he thought, hed have to talk with her about that—if only he could figure out how.

Krigpos carried the last of the breakfast dishes to the kitchens on atray, then went back to the dining
room, where Anthimos was leaning back in his chair and working lazily on hisfirst morning cup of wine.
He'd learned the Avtokrator was more willing to conduct business now than at any other time of day.
Whether "morewilling” redly meant "willing" varied from day to day. I'll see, Krispos thought.

"Your Mgesty?' hesaid.

"Eh?What isit?" Anthimos sounded either peevish or atrifle the worse for wear. The latter, Krigoos
judged: the Emperor did not bounce back from his debauches quite as readily these days as he had when
Krigposfirst became vestiarios. That was hardly surprising. Someone with alessresilient congtitution
might well have been dead by now if he abused himsdf as Anthimos did.

All that was besi de the point—the Avtokrator in abad mood wasless likely to want to listen to anything
that had to do with imperia administration. Nonetheless, Krigpos had promised Dara hed try—and if
Anthimaos was going to keep other people from becoming Emperor, held just have to handle the job
himsdf. Krispossad, "Y our Mg esty, the grand logothete of the treasury has asked meto bring certain
mattersto your attention.”

Sure enough, Anthimos amile, lively enough amoment before, becamefixed on hisface. "I'm not redlly
much interested right at the moment in what the grand logothete isworrying about.”

"Hethinksit important, your Mgesty. After lisgening to him, sodo 1," Krispos said.

Anthimaosfinished his cup of wine. His mobile features assumed amartyred expression. "Go on, then, if
youmud.”

"Thank you, your Mgesty. The logothete's complaint is that noblesin some of the provinces more remote
from Videssos the city are collecting taxes from the peasants on their lands but not turning the money

over to the treasury. Some of the nobles are also buying up peasant holdings next to their lands, so that
their estates grow and those of the free peasants who make up the backbone of the army suffer.”



"That doesn't sound very good,” the Emperor said. The trouble was, he didn't sound very interested.

"The grand logothete wants you to put out alaw that would stop the nobles from getting away withiit,
with punishments harsh enough to make even the hardest thief think twice before he tries cheating the fisc.
The logothete thinksit's urgent, your Mgesty, and it's costing you money you could be using to enjoy
yourself. He's written adraft of the law, and he wantsyou to review it—"

"When | havethetime,” Anthimos said, which meant somewhere between later and never. He peered
down into his empty cup, held it out to Krispos. "Fill thisup again for me, will you? That'sagood fellow."

Krigposfilled the cup. Y our Mg esty, the grand logothete gave me hisdraft. | haveit here. | can show it
toyou—"

"When | havethetime, | said."

"When will that be, your Mg esty? This afternoon? Tomorrow? Next month? Three years from now?'
Krigposfdt histemper dipping. He knew it was dangerous, but could not help it. Part of it was pent-up
frugtration over Anthimos refusa to hing that didn't gratify him right then and there. Hed been trying to
change that ever since he became vestiarios. Moreirritation sprang from the anger he hadn't been ableto
let out at Darathe night before.

"Y ou want to give me this stupid law your boring bureaucrat dreamed up?' Anthimos was angry, too,
scowling a Krigpos, not even Petronas had spoken to him like that. Breathing hard, he went on, "Bring it
to me now, thisingtant. I'll show you what | think of it, by Phos.”

In hisrelief, Krigpos heard the Emperor's words without paying attention to the way he said them.
"Thank you, your Mgesty. I'll fetchit right away." He hurried to his chamber and brought Anthimosthe
parchment. "Here you are, your Mgesty.”

The Avtokrator unrolled the document and gave it one quick, disdainful glance. Heripped it in hdf, then
in quarters, then in eighths. Then, with more methodica care than he ever gave to government, he tore
each part into amultitude of tiny pieces and flung them about the room, until it looked as though a sudden
interior blizzard had struck.

"There's what | think of thisstupid law!™ he shouted.

"Why, you—" Of itsdlf, Krigpos fist clenched and drew back. Had Anthimos been any other manin al
the Empire save who he was, that fist would have crashed into his nagtily grinning face. A cold, clear
sense of salf-preservation made Krigposthink twice. Very carefully, asif it belonged to someone else, he
lowered his hand and made it open. Even more carefully, he said, ™Y our Mgesty, that wasfoolish."

"And s0?What are you going to do about it?' Before Krigpos could answer, Anthimoswent on, "I'll tell
you what: quick now, get broom and dustpan and sweep up every one of these miserablelittle piecesand
dump ‘eminthe privy. That'sjust where they belong.”

Krispos stared a him. "Move, curseyou,” Anthimossaid. "1 command it." Even if hewould not act like
an Emperor, he sounded like one. Krispos had to obey. Hating himsalf and Anthimos both, he swept the
floor clean. The Avtokrator stood over him, making sure he found every scrap of parchment. When he
wasfindly satisfied, he sad, "Now go get rid of them."

Normaly Krigpostook no notice of the privies stench; stench and privies went together. Thistime,
though, he was on business different from the usud, and the sharp reek bit into his nogtrils. Asthe torn-up
pieces of law fluttered downward to their end, he thought that Anthimos would have done the same thing



to thewhole Empire, wereit small enough to take in histwo hands and tear.

Krispos was stubborn. All through hislife, that had served him well. Now he brought his stubbornnessto
bear on Anthimos. Whenever lavs were proposed or other matters came up that required adecison
from the Emperor, he kept on presenting them to Anthimoas, in the hope that he could wear him down
and gradually accustom him to performing hisduties.

But Anthimos proved just as mulish as hewas. The Avtokrator quit paying day-to-day affairs even the
smallest amount of attention he had once given them. He ripped no more edicts to shreds, but he did not
sgn them or affix theimperia sed to them, either.

Krigpostook to saying, "Thank you, your Magesty," at the end of each day's undone business.

Sarcasm rolled off Anthimos like water from a goose's feathers. "My pleasure,” hed answer day by day.
The response made Krigpos want to grind his teeth—it kept reminding him of al that Anthimosredly
cared about.

Y et Anthimos could work hard when he wanted to. That irked Krispos more than anything. He watched
the Avtokrator patiently studying magic on hisown because it interested him; held aways known how
much ingenuity Anthimos put into hisrevels. He could have been a capable Emperor. That, worse luck,
did not interest him.

Krispos regretted trying to get him to handle routine matters when something came up that was not
routine. Urgent dispatches from the northern frontier told of fresh raids of Harvas Black-RobesHaogai.
Though Anthimos had strengthened the border after forcing Petronasinto the monastery, theraiding
bands coming south were too large and too fierce for the frontier troops to handle.

Anthimos refused to commit more soldiers. "But your Mgesty," Krigpos protested, "thisis the border
because of which you toppled your uncle when he would not protect it."

"That was part of the reason, aye." Anthimos gave Krigpos ameasuring stare. "Another part wasthat he
wouldn't leave me done. Y ou seem to have forgotten that—you've grown amost astiresome as he was."

The warning there was unmistakable. The troops did not go north. Krigpos sent amessage by imperia
courier to the village where hed grown up, urging his brother-in-law Domokos to bring Evdokia and their
children down to Videssosthe city.

A little more than aweek later, aworn-looking courier brought his blowing horse up to theimperid
residence and delivered Domokos reply. " 'WEell stay here," he told the rider who spoke with him,
esteemed and eminent gr," the fellow said, consulting ascrap of parchment. " "We're dready too
beholden to you," he said, and, "We don't care to depend on your charity when we can make a go of
thingswherewe are.’ That'swhat he said, just as the other courier wrote it down.”

"Thank you," Krigpos said abstractedly, respecting his brother-in-law's pride and cursing him for being an
obgtinate fool at the same time. Meanwhile, the courier stood waiting.

After amoment, Krigpos realized why. He gave the man agoldpiece. The courier sdluted in ddlight and
hurried away.

Krigpos decided thet if he could not go through Anthimosto protect the farmers near the northern
border, hewould have to go around him. He spoke with Dara. She agreed. They asked to meet with
Quittios, one of the generals who had served under Petronas.



To their dismay, Ouittios refused to come. "He will not see you, except at the Avtokrator's express
command,” the generd's adjutant reported. "If you will forgive hisfrankness, and mefor rdlaying it, he
fears being entrapped into what will |ater be called treason, as Petronas was."

Krigpos scowled when he heard that, but had to admit it made sense from Ouiittios point of view. A
couple of other attempted contacts proved similarly abortive. "This desperately needs doing, and | can't
get it done," Krigpos complained to Mavros after yet another high-ranking soldier refused to have
anything to do with him.

"If you like, I think | can put you in touch with Agapetos,” Mavros said. "He haslands around Opsikion.
He used to know my father; my mother would speak of him from timeto time. Do you want meto try?"

"Y es, by the good god, and quick asyou can," Krigpos said. With Mavros as go-between, Agapetos
agreed to cometo theimperial residence and listen to Krispos and Dara. Even so, the generd's hard,
square face was full of sugpicion as he eased himself down into achair. Suspicion turned to surprise when
he found out why he'd been summoned. "Y ou want meto go up there and fight?' he said, scratching an
old scar on his cheek. "'l figured you were out to disband troops, not put them to proper use. So did
everybody, after what happened with Petronas. Why this sneaking around behind his Mg esty's back?"

"Because | put hisback up, that'swhy. He just won't take care of thingsin the north, since I'm the one
who argued too hard that he ought to,” Krispos answered. "I'd sooner wait till he comes round on his
own, but | don't think we have thetime. Do you?'

"No," Agapetos answered at once. "l know we don't. I'm only surprised you do, too. After what befell
the Sevastokrator, like | said before, if you'll excuse me for spesking out so plainly, | wouldvefigured
you to be out to weaken the army more, not giveit useful work to do."

"Petronas did not fall because hewas asoldier," Darasaid. "He fell because he was arebdlious soldier,
onewho vaued his own wishes above those of hisoverlord. Surely the sameis not true of you, excellent
ar?'

Agapetos chuckle was more grim than amused. "If it were, your Mgesty, do you think | 'd be dunce
enough to admit it? All right, though, | take your point. But what happens to me when the Avtokrator
finds out I've obeyed the two of you rather than him?”

"If you win, how can he blame you?" Krigpos asked. "Even if hetries, we and your success will both
shield you from him. And if you lose, you may well end up dead, in which case you'll worry about Phos
wrath, not Anthimos."

"For dl those fancy robes, you think likeasoldier,” Agapetos said. "All right, welll try it your way.
Anthimos said he wouldn't mind having you as Emperor, didn't he? | can seewhy. And | wouldn't mind
having ago a the Halogal, truth to tell. Those axesthe imperiad guardsmen carry are fearsome enough,
aye, but how would they fare againgt cavary that knows something of discipline? It will beinteresting to
find out, yesit will."

Krigpos could see him planning his new campaign, asif he were acarpenter picturing anew chair inhis
mind before he built it. "How many men will you take?' he asked.

"My whole army,” Agapetos answered. " Say, seventy-five hundred troopers. That's plenty and then
someto control raiding bands like the ones | expect well be seeing. The only time you need moreisif
you try to do something really enormous, the way Petronas did last year against Makuran. And look
what that got him—no headway to speak of, and abluerobe and acdl at theend of it."



"Hisambition earned him that, excellent Agapetos,” Darasaid. "1 aready asked you onceif you had that
kind of ambition, and you said no. Y ou should be safe enough then, not so?

The generd said, "'l expect you're right. Besides, from everything I've heard, thisis something that needs
taking care of, the sooner the better. If | set out insde the next ten days, will that suit you?!

Krispos and Daralooked at each other. Krispos had hoped for something more rousing, perhapsacry
of, I'll ride for the frontier before the sun sets! But he had seen enough since he came to the capitd to
understand that large organizations usualy moved dower than smdl ones. "1t will do," hesaid. Dara
nodded.

"Well, with your leave, I'll be off, then," Agapetos said, rising from hischair. "I've aded to make ready
before we ride out." He dipped his head to Krispos, bowed deeply to Dara, and stamped away.

"I hope hell serve," Krispos said when the generd was gone. "From everything Harvas has done, he'sa
soldier who fights hard and movesfagt. | just hope Agapetos understands that.”

"The Halogal arefoot soldiers,” Darasaid. "How can they move faster than our horsemen? More likely
they'll flee a word of Agapetos approach.”

"You're probably right," Krispos said. He could not help thinking, though, that Harvas Black-Robe's
Haoga had aready beaten the Kubratoi, and the Kubratoi raised no mean cavary, evenif, as Agapetos
had said, they lacked discipline.

He made himsdlf shake off hisworries. Hed done the best he could to protect the northern frontier. Hed
certainly done more than Anthimos had. If Agapetos army did not suffice, then Videssoswould have a
full-szed war on its hands. Not even Anthimos could ignore that—he hoped.

Krigpos got more and more used to working around Anthimos rather than through him. Petronas had
managed for years. But Petronas had been Sevastokrator, of the imperid family and with prestige dmost
imperiad—sometimes more imperia than Anthimos. Because he was only vestiarios, Krispos had to
work harder to convince people to see things hisway.

Having Darawith him when he saw Agapetos had hel ped persuade the genera to go dong. Sometimes,
though, Krigpos needed to beard officiasin their own lairs. Much as he wanted to, he could not bring the
Empressaong.

"Y ou have my sincere gpologies, esteemed and eminent Sir, but without hisImperial Mgesty's sedl or
signature | cannot implement this new law on codicils to bequests,” declared a certain lavdas, one of the
aldesto the logothete of the treasury.

Krispos stared. "But you're the one who asked for it. | have your memorandum here." He waved the
parchment at lavdas. "It'sagood law, afair law. It should go into effect.”

"l quite agree, but for it to do S0, sedl or Signature must be affixed. That, too, isthe law, and | dare not
disobey it."

"HisMgesty isn't Sgning or sealing much these days," Krispos said dowly. The more he urged Anthimaos
to do, the lessthe Emperor did, a defense of principle that would have been admirable had the principle
defended been more noble than Anthimos right to absolute laziness. "I assure you, though, that | do have
the authority to tell you to go ahead with this."



"Unfortunately, | must disagree.” Like most treasury officials Krigoos had met, lavdas owned a
relentlesdy literd mind. Hewent on, "I must follow the letter of the law, not the spirit, for spirit, by its
nature, is subject to diverse interpretations. Without formal imperial approva, | cannot proceed.”

Krispos dmost told him to go to the ice. He bit back his anger. How could he get 1avdas to do what
even lavdas admitted needed doing? " Suppose we don't call thisanew law?" he said after some thought.
"Supposewejust cdl it an amendment to alaw that's dready there. Would my say-so be enough then?”

lavdas eyesgot afaraway look. "1 supposeit would be technically accurate to term this a correction of
an ambiguity in the existing law. It was not framed o, but it could be reworked to appear asarevised
chapter of the present code on codicils. And for amere revision, no, sedl and signature are not required.”
He beamed at Krispos. "Thank you, esteemed and eminent Sir. An ingenious solution to acomplex
problem, and one that evades not only the defectsin current legidation but also those posed by the
Avtokrator's obstinacy."

"Er—yes." Krigpos beat ahagty retreat. Taking with high functionaries reminded him of the limitsof his
own education. He could read and write, add and subtract, but he still felt at seawhen people larded
their talk with big words for no better reason than to hear them roll off their lips. Why, he wondered,
couldn't they say what they meant and have done? He did understand that 1avdas liked his plan. That
would do.

But, as he complained to Darawhen she caled him to her bedchamber some time past midnight, "We
shouldn't have to go through this rigmarole every time we need to get something done. | can't dways
come up with ways of getting around Anthimos, and because | can't, things don't happen. If only
Anthimoswould—" He broke off. Lying in Anthimos bed with Anthimos Empress, he did not want to
talk about the Avtokrator. Sometimes, though, like tonight, he got too frustrated with Anthimosto stop
himsdlf.

Dara put the pam of her hand on his bare chest, felt his heartbeat dow toward normd after their
coupling. Smiling, she said "If he hadn't neglected me, we wouldn't have happened. Still' | know what you
mean. Just asyou did, | hoped hed rule for himself once his uncle was gone. Now—"

"Now he's so annoyed with mefor trying to get him to rule that he won't even seeto thelittle he did
before” You were the one who made me keep pushing at him, too, he thought. He kept that to
himsalf. Darahad been doing her best for her husband and the Empire. Had Anthimos responded, al
would have been well.

"Never mind Anthimos now," Darawhispered, perhaps feding some of the same avkwardness he had.
Sheheld himto her. "Do you think we can try again if we hurry?”

Krigpos did hisbest to oblige. One did not say no, not to the Empress. Then he got out of bed and into
his clothes. Which turns me from lover back to vestiarios, he thought with atouch of irritation. He
dipped from the imperia bedchamber, shutting the doors behind him. He started to go back to hisown
room, then changed his mind and decided to have a snack first. He walked down the hall to the larder.

He was coming back, munching on aroll sticky with honey, when he saw a disembodied head floating
toward him. His mouth dropped opened; abit of roll fell out and landed on the floor with awet smack.
He needed amoment to gain enough control of himsdlf to do anything more than stand, stare, and gurgle.
In that moment of terror, before he could scream and flee, he recognized the head. It was Anthimos.

The head recognized him, too. Winking, it spoke. Krigposfrowned, tried to read itsslent lips. "You'd eat
better than that if you werewith me" he thought it said.



"l ssuppose | would, your Maesty," he got out. If Anthimos could work magic this potent while at a
revel, hewasturning into avery impressive sorcerer indeed, Krispos thought. Aloud, he added, "Y ou
amost scared meto desth.”

The Emperor's head grinned. As helooked &t it, he realized it was not physicaly there; he could see
through it. That made it atrifle easier to take—he did not have to imagine an acepha ous Anthimos lying
on a couch among his cronies. Hetried to smile back.

Grinning till, the Avtokrator—or as much of him as was present—moved past Krispos. The head came
to the door of theimperia bedchamber. Krispos expected it to drift through the wood. Had it come a
few minutes earlie—he shivered. He knew what it would have seen.

But ingtead of sailing ghostlike through the closed doors, the Emperor's projected head fetched up
againg them with abump that wasimmaterial but nonetheless seemed to hurt, judging by the expression
the dightly misty face wore and the wordsit was mouthing.

Krigposfought to keep his own face straight; Anthimaos might be turning into a powerful mage, but he
was il acareless one. "Would you like meto open it for you, your Mgesty?' he asked politely.

"Pissoff," Anthimos head snarled. Aningtant later, it vanished.

Krispos leaned againgt thewall and let out along, dow sigh. He suddenly redlized hisright hand was
sticky—he'd squeezed that honeyed bun to pieces without even remembering he had it. He threw away
what was left and went back to the larder for some water to wash hisfingers. He did not take another
bun. Hed lost his appetite.

One of the Halogal standing guard outside the imperia residence turned and spotted Krisposin the
halway. " Someone out hereto seeyou,” he caled.

"Thanks, Narvikka I'll betherein aminute.” Krigpos put away the armful of newly washed robes he was
carrying, then went out onto the steps with the guardsmen. He blinked severd times, trying to get hiseyes
used to the bright afternoon sunshine outside.

He did not recognize the worn-looking man who sat waiting for him on aworn-looking horse. "I'm
Krigpos," hesaid. "What can | do for you?"

The worn-looking man touched afinger to the brim of his straw traveler's hat. "My name's Bassos,
esteemed and eminent Sir. I'm an imperid courier. I'm afraid | have bad newsfor you.”

"Go ahead. Giveit to me." Krigpos held his voice steady, wondering what had gone wrong now. His
imagination painted plenty of possihilities; earthquake, pestilence, famine, rebellion, even invasion from
Makuran in spite of the peace he thought held patched together.

But Bassos had meant bad newsfor him, not for the Empire. "Esteemed and eminent sir, the gold you
sent up to your sister and brother-in-law ..." The courier licked hislips, trying to figure out how to go on.
Atlast hedid, badly: "Well, gr, we couldn't ddliver that gold, on account of there wasn't much |eft of the
village there after these new stinking barbarians werre mixed up with went through it. I'm sorry, esteemed
and eminent gr.”

Krigpos heard himself say "Thank you" asif from very far awvay. Bassos pressed aleather pouch into his
hands and made him count the goldpiecesinside and Sgn areceipt. The Emperor's vestiarios was too
prominent to be cheated. The courier remounted and rode away. Krispos stood on the steps looking



after him. Evdokia, Domokos, two little girls he had never seen ... He never would see them now.

Narvikkawaked over to him, setting alarge hand on his shoulder. "Their time came asit was fated to
come, so grieve not for them,” the Haloga said. "'If the gods willed it, they took foeswith them to serve
them forever in the world to come. May it be 0."

"May it be s0," Krigpos agreed. He had never had any use for the northerners wild gods and fatdistic
view of theworld, but suddenly he very much wanted hisfamily to have servantsin the afterlife, servants
they had dain with their own hands. That would be only just, and if justice was hard to come by in this
world, he could hopefor it in the next.

But was their time fated? Had Domokos been less proud ... had Petronas not made his too-clever
bargain with Harvas ... had Anthimos listened and sent troops north in good time—had Anthimos listened
even once, cursehim... .

Thinking of the Emperor'sfailing filled Krisposwith pure and frightening rage. Hisfists clenched. Only
then did he notice he was holding the gold-filled leather pouch. He gaveit to Narvikka, saying "Takeit. |
never want to seethese coinsagain.”

"| takeit, | share them with the rest of the lads here." The Haloga nodded at the rest of his squad of
guardsmen, who were watching him and Krigpos. "Each of us, he takes a piece of your ill luck for
himsdf."

"However you like," Krigpos said mechanicaly. Much as he wanted not to, part of him responded to the
Halogas gesture. He found himsdlf saying "My thanks. That's kind of you, to do such athing for me."

Narvikka's massive shoulders moved up and down insde hismail shirt. "Wewould do it for each other,
wewill doit for afriend.”" Asif Krigposwere achild, the big northerner turned him round and gavehim a
light shove toward theimperia resdence. "Iswineinside. Y ou drink to remember them or to forget,
whichever suits™

"My thanks," Krispos said again. Given a sense of purpose, hisfeet made for the larder without much
conscious thought.

Before he got there, Barsymes came out of one of the other rooms that opened onto the corridor and
saw him. The eunuch stared; later, remembering that ook, Krispos wondered what expression hisface
had borne. Barsymes seemed to wrestle with courtesy, then spoke, ™Y our pardon, Krispos, but is
something amiss?'

"You might say s0," Krigpos answered harshly. "Back at the village where | grew up, my sigter, her
husband, my nieces—Harvas Black-Robe's Haogai hit the place." He stopped, unableto go on.

To hisamazement, he saw Barsymes eyesfill withtears. "'l grievewith you," the chamberlain said. "The
loss of young kin isaways hard. We eunuchs, perhaps, know that better than most; as we have no hope
of progeny for oursalves, our siblings children become doubly dear to us."

"l understand.” As he never had before, Krispos wondered how eunuchs carried on through all the years
after they were mutilated. A warrior should envy the courage that required, he thought, but most would
only grow angry at being compared to a half-man.

Thinking of Barsymes plight helped him grapple with hisown. The eunuch said, "If you wish to leave off
your dutiesthe rest of the day, my colleagues and | will assume them. Under the circumstances, the
Avtokrator cannot object—"



"Under the circumstances, | don't give afart whether the Emperor objects,” Krispos snapped. He
watched Barsymes gape. "Never mind. I'm sorry. Y ou don't know al the circumstances. Thank you for
your offer. By your leave, I'll take advantage of it."

Barsymes bowed. "Of course," he said, but his face was still shocked and disapproving.
"l am sorry," Krigpos repeated. "1 shouldn't have lashed out at you. None of thisisyour fault.”

"Very wel," Barsymes said giffly. Krigpos kept gpologizing until he saw the chamberlain truly relent.
Barsymes awkwardly patted him on the shoulder and suggested, " Perhaps you should take a cup of
wine, to help ease the shock to your spirit.”

When Haloga and eunuch gave the same advice, Krispos thought, it had to be good. He drank one cup
quickly, a second more dowly, then started to pour athird. He stopped. He had intended to drink to
forget, but remembering suddenly seemed the better choice. He corked the jar and put it back on the
shelf. Outside, shadows were getting longer. The wine mounted from Krispos stomach to his head. He
yawned. If I'm not going to attend their Majesties, | may as well sleep, hethought. Phoswilling, all
thiswill seemfarther away when | wake up.

Hewaked to his chamber. The wine and the muggy summer heet of Videssosthe city left him covered
with sweat. Too warmto sleep in clothes, he decided. He pulled hisrobe off over hishead, though it
did its best to stick to him.

He still wore the chain that held the chal cedony amulet Trokoundos had given him and hislucky
goldpiece. Hetook off the chain, held the goldpiece in his hand, and looked at it along time. The past
couple of years, held thought little of what the coin might mean; in spite of being—perhaps because of
being—so closeto the imperid power, he hadn't contemplated taking it for himself.

Yet if Anthimos knew no rule save caprice, what then? Had the Emperor done his job as he should,
Evdokia, Domokos, and their children would be fine today. Fury filled Krigpos again—had Anthimos
only paid attention to him, al would have been well. But the Avtokrator not only refused to rule, he
refused to et anyone do it for him. That courted disaster, and had brought it to Krispos family.

And s0, the coin. Krispos wished he knew what message was locked insgdeit dong with the gold. He
did know hewasno n. If the only way he could take the throne was by murdering Anthimaos, he
thought, Anthimos would stay Avtokrator till he died of old age. To say nothing of the fact that the
Halogai would chop to dogmeat anyone who assailed the Emperor, the pragmatic Sde of hismind
added.

Staring at the goldpiece told him nothing. He put the chain back around his neck and flopped heavily onto
the soft bed that had once been Skombros. After awhile, he dept.

The slver bell woke him the next morning. He did not think much abouit it. It was part of hisroutine. He
dressed, put on sanddls, and went into the imperial bedchamber. Only when he saw Anthimaos smiling
from the bed he shared with Dara did memories of the day before come crashing back.

Krispos had to turn away for amoment, to make sure his features would be composed when he turned
back to the Emperor. "Y our Mgesty,” he said, voice expressionless.

Dara spoke before her husbhand. "I was saddened last night to hear of your loss, Krigpos.”

He could tell her sympathy wasredl, and warmed alittle to it. Bowing, he said, "Thank you, your



Magesty. You're graciousto think of me." They had played the game of passing messages back and forth
under Anthimos nose before. She nodded very dightly, to show she understood.

The Emperor nodded, too. "I'm sorry, adso, Krigpos. Most unfortunate. A pity you didn't have
your—~brother-in-law, was it2—come south to the city before the raiders struck.”

"| tried to get him to come, your Mgesty. He didn't wish to." After two polite, quiet sentences, Krispos
found his voice rising toward a shout. "It's an even bigger pity you didn't seefit to guard the frontier
properly. Then he could have lived hislife as he wanted to, without having to fear raiders out of the
north."

Anthimos eyebrows shot up. " See here, sirrah, don't take that tone with me.”

"By the good god, it's about time someone did!" Krigpos yelled. He didn't remember losing his temper,
but it waslost sure enough, lost past finding. " About time someone took a boot to your backside, too, for
aways putting your prick and your belly ahead of your empire.”

"You be gill thisingtant!" Anthimos shouted, loud as Krigpos. Careless of his nakedness, the Avtokrator
sprang out of bed and went nose to nose with his vestiarios. He shook afinger in Krigpos face. " Shut up,
| tell you!"

"Y ou're not man enough to make me," Krispos said, breathing heavily. "For a copper, I'd break you over
my knee."

"Go ahead,” Anthimos said. "Touch me, just once. Touch the Emperor. Well see how long the torturers
can keep you dive after you do. Weeks, I'd wager."

Krispos spat between Anthimos feet, asif in rgjection of Skotos. ™Y ou shield yoursdlf behind your office
whenever you choose to. Why don't you useit?"

Anthimos went white. "Remember Petronas,”" he said in aghastly whisper. "By the good god, you may
end up envying himif you don't curb your tongue.”

"l remember Petronaswell enough,” Krispos shot back. "1 daresay the Empire would have been better
off if hed managed to cast you down from your throne. He—"

The Avtokrator's hands writhed in furious passes. Suddenly Krigpos found he could not speak; he had
no voice, nor would hislipsform words. "Are you quite through?' Anthimos asked. Krigposfdt that he
could nod. He refused to. Anthimos smile was as vicious as any with which Petronas had ever favored
Krigpos. "'l suggest you admit you are finished—or do you careto find out how you'd relish being without
breath aswell as speech?’

Krispos had no doubt the Emperor meant what he said, nor that he could do what he threatened. He
nodded.

"Isthat yes, you are through?" Anthimos asked. Krigpos nodded again. The Emperor moved his|eft
hand, muttering something under his bresth. He said, "Y our speech isrestored. | suggest, however—no,
| order—that you do not use it in my presence now. Get out.”

Krisposturned to leave, shaking from amixture of rage and fright he'd never felt before. He hadn't
thought he could ever grow truly angry at Anthimos; the Emperor's good nature had aways left him proof
againg full-blown fury. But even less had he imagined Anthimos as afigure of fear. A figure of fun,
certainly, but never fear. Not till now. The Emperor had never shown held learned enough wizardry to be
frightening till now. At the door, Krispos dmaost bumped into aknot of eunuchs and maidservants who



had gathered to listen, wide-eyed, to his shouting match with Anthimos. They scattered before him asif
he had something catching. So he did, he thought: the Avtokrator's disfavor was a disease that could kill.

He stamped back to his chamber and dammed the door behind him. He hit the wall a good solid whack,
hard enough to send pain shooting up hisarm. Then he used hisrestored voice to shout severa very rude
words. He was not sure whether he cursed the Emperor or his own foolish rashness. Either or both, he
decided; he did no good either way.

That cold-blooded redlization finaly ended hisfit of temper. He sat down at the edge of his bed and put
his head in hishands. If he did not mean to strike at the Avtokrator, he should have kept his mouth shuit.
And he did not see how he could strike, not if he hoped to live afterward. "Stupid,” he said. He meant it
for aviler curse than any held used before.

Having been stupid, he had nothing left but to make the best of his stupidity. He came out of hisroom a
few minutes later and went about his business—his businessthat did not directly concern Anthimos—as
normally as he could. Therest of the servitors spoke to him in hushed voices, but they spoketo him. If he
heard the whispers that followed him through the imperia residence, he could pretend he did not.

For dl his outward show of cam, he jumped when, early that afternoon, Longinos said, "HisMagesty
wantsto see you. He's in the bedchamber.”

After amoment to gather himself, he nodded to the eunuch and walked dowly down the corridor. He
could fedl Longinos eyes on his back. He wondered who al waited in the imperia bedchamber. In his
minds eye he saw amasked, grinning torturer, dressed in crimson learner S0 as not to show the stains of
histrade.

He had to will hisfinger first to touch and then to work the latch held gladly opened so many timeslate a
night. Eyes on the floor, he went in. Going against the Kubratoi, spear in hand, had been eeser—hed
thought that would be grand and glorious, till the fighting Started.

Anthimos was aone; Krigpos saw only the one pair of red boots. He took his courage in both hands and
looked at the Avtokrator'sface. Indignation ousted fright. Anthimoswas smiling at him, as cheerfully asif
nothing had happened in the morning.

"Your Mgesty?' he said, much more than the smple question in hisvoice.

"Hello, Krispos," the Emperor said. "l was just wondering, have the Silk weavers ddlivered the new robe
they've been promising for so long?If it'shere at last, I'd like to show it off at thereve tonight.”

"Asamatter of fact, your Mgesty, it got here acouple of hoursago,” Krispos said, dmost giddy with
relief. He went to the closet, got out the robe, and held it in front of himself so the Emperor could seeit.

"Oh, yes, that's very fine" Anthimos came up to run hisfingers over the smooth, glistening fabric. He
sghed. "All the poets claim women have skin soft as Silk. If only they truly fet likethid™ After amoment,
hewent on, "I will wear thistonight, Krispos. Make sureit'sready for me."

"Certainly, your Mgesty." Krigpos hung up the robe. Nodding, Anthimos started to leave. ™Y our
Maesty?' Krigpos called after him.

The Avtokrator stopped. "What isit?
"Isthat all ?* Krigpos blurted.

Anthimos eyes widened, either from guilelessness or an dl but perfect smulation of it. "Of coursethat's



al, dear fellow. What else could there possible be?!

"Nothing. Nothing at dl," Krigpos said quickly. Hed known the Emperor's temper was mercuria, but
he'd never expected it to cool so quickly. If it had, he was not about to risk rekindling it. Nodding again,
Anthimos bustled out. Krispos followed, shaking his head. So much luck seemed too good to be true.

X111

"Y ou're not missing ahead or any other vital Appendage, | see,”" Mavros said, waving to Krisposas he
climbed the stepsto the imperia residence. "From all the gossip I've heard the last couple of days, that's
Phos own specid miracle. And miracles, my friend, deserveto be celebrated.” He held up alarge jar of
wine

The Haloga guards at the top of the stairslaughed. So did Krispos. ™Y ou couldn't have timed it better,
Mavros. His Mgesty just took off for a carouse, which means we should have the rest of the night to
oursalves”

"If you find afew cups, Krigpos, we can share some of thiswith the guardsmen here,” Mavrossaid. "If
his Mgesty's not here to guard, surely their bold captain can't object to their having ataste.”

Krispos looked questioningly, the other Halogal longingly, toward the officer, amiddle-aged warrior
named Thvari. He stroked his straw-yellow beard as he considered. "VVun cup vill do no harm,” he said at
last, his northern accent thick and dow. The guards cheered. Krigpos hurried to get cups while Mavros
drew adagger, diced through the pitch that glued the wine jar's cork in place, then stabbed the cork and
drew it out.

Oncein Krigpos chamber, Mavros poured hefty dollops for himself and Krispos. He lifted hissilver
goblet in salute. "To Krigpos, for being intact!" he declared.

"That'satoast I'll gladly drink." Krispos Spped a the wine. Its vintage was as fine as any Anthimos
owned; when Mavros bought, he did not stint. His robe was dark-green wool soft as duckdown, his
neckcloth trangparent silk dyed just the right shade of orange to complement the robe. Now heraised a
quizzica eyebrow. "And heréstheredly interesting question: why are you il intact, after caling
Anthimos everything from amurderous canniba to someone who commits unnatural actswith pigs?’

"I never caled him that," Krispos said, blinking. He knew what rumor could do with words, but listening
toit haveitsway with his words was doubly unnerving. He drank more wine.

"Never called him which?' Mavros asked with awicked grin.

"Oh, keep till." Krigpos emptied his cup and put it down on the arm of hischair. He stared at it for afew
seconds, then said, "Truth is, may theicetake meif | know why Anthimos hasn't come down on me. |
just thank Phos he hasn't. Maybe down deep heredlly isjust agood-natured soul."

"Maybe." Mavros did not sound as though he believed it. "Morelikely, he was till so drunk in the
morning that he'd forgotten by afternoon.”

"I'd liketo think so, but he wasn't, "Krispos said. "Hewasn't drunk at al. | can tell.”

"Aye, you've seen him drunk often enough, haven't you?' Mavros said.



"Who, me?' Krisposlaughed. "Y es, atime or twelve, now that you mention it. | remember thetime
he—" He stopped in surprise. Thelittle siiver bell by hisbed wasringing. The scarlet cord on whichit
hung jerked up and down. Whoever was pulling it was pulling hard.

Mavros eyed the bell curioudy. "1 thought you said his Mg esty was gone.”

"Heis." Krispos frowned. Had Anthimos come back for some reason? No. He would have heard the
Emperor go by. Hedid not think Darawas summoning him; held et her know he had afriend coming by
tonight. Surely she'd not be so indiscreet. But that left—no one. Krigpos got up. "Excuse me. | think I'd
better find out what's going on.”

Mavros smilewasdy. "More of thisgood winefor me, then.”

Snorting, Krigpos hurried into the imperia bedchamber. It was Darawho waited for him there. Fright
filled her face. "By the good god, what's wrong?' Krispos demanded. "Have we been discovered?”

"Worse," Darasaid. He stared at her—he could not imagine anything worse. She started to explain,
"When Anthimos|eft tonight, he didn't go carousing.”

"How isthat worse?' he brokein. "I'd think you'd be glad.”

"Will you ligten to me?' she sad fiercdly. "He didn't go carousing because he went to that little sanctum of
histhat used to be a shrine. He's going to work magic there, magic to kill you."

"That's crazy. If he wants me dead, dl he hasto do istell one of the Halogai to swing hisaxe," Krispos
sad. But heredlized it wasn't crazy, not to Anthimos. Where was the fun in asimple execution? The
Emperor would enjoy putting Krispos to degth by sorcery ever so much more. Something else struck
him. "Why areyou tdling methis?*

"What do you mean, why? So you can stop him, of course.” Dara needed a moment to see that the
question went deeper. She took a deep breath, looked away from Krispos, let it out, and looked back.
"Why? Because ..." She stopped again, visibly willed hersdlf to continue. "Becauseif | am to be Empress
of Videssos, | would sooner be your Empressthan his."

His eyes met hers. Those words, he knew, were irrevocable. She nodded, her resolve firming as she saw
he understood. "Strange," he said. "1 dways thought you preferred him.”

"If yourethat big afool, maybe I've picked the wrong man after dll." Daradipped into hisarmsfor a
brief embrace. Drawing back, she said, "No time for more, not now. When you return ..."

She let the words hang. It was histurn to nod. When he came back, they would need each other, she him
to keep what she already had, he her to add legitimacy to what he'd gained. When he came back ...
"What will you do if Anthimoswalksinto this chamber instead of me?"

"Goon, asbest | can," shesaid at once. He grimaced, nodding again. Taniliswould have said the same
thing, for the same reason: ambition bound the two of them as much as affection. Shewent on, "But | will
pray to Phosthat it be you. Go now, and may the Lord with the great and good mind go with you."

"I'll get my sword," Krigpos said. Dara bit her lip—that brought home what she was setting in motion.
But shedid not say no. Too late for that, he thought. She made alittle pushing gesture, urging him out of
the room. He hurried away. As he trotted the few steps back to his own chamber, hefelt hislucky
goldpiece bounce on its chain. Soon enough, he thought, held find out whether the coin held true
prophecy or only delusion. He remembered the last time he'd really looked at the goldpiece, and
remembered thinking he would never try to get rid of Anthimos. But if the Avtokrator wastrying to get



rid of him ... Waiting quietly to be killed was for sheep, not men.

All that ran through his head before he got to his own doorway. Mavros raised his cup in salute when he
camein, then stared when, instead of Sitting down, he started buckling on his sword belt. "What in the
world—" Mavros began.

"Treason," Krigpos answered, which shut hisfoster brother's mouth with asnap. "Or it'll betreason if |
fail. Anthimosis planning to kill me by sorcery tonight. | don't intend to let him. Are you with me, or will
you denounce meto the Halogal ?'

Mavros gaped a him. "I'm with you, of course. But by the good god, how did you find out? Y ou told me
he was going carousing tonight, not magicking.”

"The Empresswarned mejust now," Krispos said in aflat voice.

"Did she?' Mavroslooked at Krigpos asif held never seen him before, then started to laugh. ™Y ou
haven't told me everything you've been up to, have you?"

Krisposfelt his cheeks grow hot. "No. | never told anyone. It's not the sort of secret to spread around,
you know, not if—"

"Not if you want to liveto go on keeping it,” Mavrosfinished for him. "No, you'reright.”
"Comeon then,” Krispossaid. "Wevenotimeto lose”

The Haogal guarding the doorway to the imperia residence chuckled when Krigpos came out wearing
hissword. "Y ou drink alittle wine, you go into the city looking for someting to fight, en?* one of them
sad. "Y ou should have been born a northern man.”

Krispos chuckled, too, but his heart sank within him. As soon as he and Mavros were far enough away
from the entrance for the guards not to hear, he said, "We have gone looking for something to fight. How
many Haoga will the Emperor have with him?"

The night was dark. He could not see Mavros expression change, but he heard his breath catch. "If it's
more than one, we'rein trouble. Armored, swinging those axes of theirs—"

"l know." Krispos shook his head, but continued, "I'm going on anyway. Maybe | can talk my way past
‘em, however many thereare. I'm hisMgesty's vestiarios, after dl. And if | cant, I'd sooner diefighting
than whichever nasty way Anthimaos has worked out for me. If you don't want to come aong, the good
god knows | can't blame you."

"l am your brother,” Mavros said, stiffening with offended dignity.
Krigpos clasped his shoulder. ™Y ou are indeed.”

They hurried on, making and discarding plans. Before long, the gloomy grove of cypresses surrounding
the Emperor's sanctum loomed before them. The path wound through it. The dark trees spicy odor filled
Krigpos nodtrils.

Asthey were about to emerge from the cypresses, ared-orange flash of light, bright aslightning, burst
from the windows and open doorways of the building ahead. Krispos staggered, sure his moment was
here. His eyes, long used to blackness, filled with tears. How bitter, he thought, to have come just too
lae.



But nothing further happened, not right then. He heard Anthimos voice begin anew chant. Whatever
magic the Avtokrator was devising, hed not yet finished it.

Besde Krispos, Mavros aso rubbed his eyes. In that moment of fire, though, he'd seen something
Krigpos had missed. "Only the one guard,” he murmured.

Squinting, wary against anew levinbolt, Krispos peered toward Anthimos house of magics. Sure
enough, lit by the glow of acouple of ordinary torches, asingle Haoga stood in front of the door.

The northerner was rubbing at his eyes, too, but came to alertness when he heard footfals on the path.
"Who cals?' he sad, swinging up hisaxe.

"Hello, Geirrod." Krigpos did his best to sound casua in spite of the nervous sweet trickling down the
small of hisback. If Anthimos had told the guard why he wasincanting here tonight ...

But he had not. Geirrod lowered his bright-bladed weapon. "A good evening to you, Krispos, and to
your friend." Then the Haloga frowned and half raised the axe again. "Why do you come here with brand
belted to your body?* Even when he used Videssian, his speech carried the dow, strong rhythms of his
cold and distant homeland.

"I've cometo deliver amessageto hisMgesty,”" Krispos answered. "Asfor why I'm wearing my sword,
well, only afool goesout at night without one.” He unbuckled the belt and held it out to Geirrod. "Here,
keep it if you fed the need, and give it back when | come out.”

The big blond guard smiled. "That iswell done, friend Krispos. Y ou know what duty means. | shall set
your sword aside against your return.” As he turned to lean the blade against the wall, Mavros sprang
forward, sheathed dagger reversed in his hand. The round lead pomme thudded against the side of
Geirrod's head, just in front of his ear. The Haloga groaned and toppled, hismail shirt clinking musically
ashefdl.

Krigpos fingers dug into the side of Geirrod's thick neck. "He has a pulse. Good," he said, grabbing the
sword belt and drawing hisblade. If he survived the night, the Halogai would be his guards. Slaying one
of them would mean he could never trust his own protectors, not with the northern penchant for blood
vengeance.

"Comeon," Mavros said. He snatched up the Halogas axe. "No, wait. Tieand gag him firgt," Krispos
said. Mavros dropped the axe, took off his scarf, and toreit in half. He quickly tied the guardsman's
hands behind him, knotting the other piece of silk over his mouth and around his head. Krispos nodded.
Together, he and Mavros stepped over Geirrod into the Avtokrator's sorcerous secretum.

The scuffle with the guard had been neither loud nor long. With luck, Anthimos would have been caught
up intheintricacies of some eaborate spell and would never have noticed the small disturbance outside.
With luck. Asit was, he poked his head out into the halway and cdled, "What wasthat, Geirrod?"
When he saw Krigpos, his eyes widened and hislips skinned back from histeeth. "Y ou!”

"Aye, your Mgesty," Krispos said. "Me." He dashed toward the Emperor.

Fast as hewas, he was not fast enough. Anthimos ducked back into his chamber and dammed the door.
The bar crashed into place just as Krispos shoulder smote the door. The bar was stout; he bounced

avay.

Laughing awild, high-pitched laugh, Anthimaos shouted, "Don't you know it's rude to come to the feast
before you're invited?' Then he began to chant again, a chant that, even through thick wood, raised



prickles of dread along Krispos arms.

He kicked the door, hard as he could. It held. Mavros shoved him aside. "I havethetool for thejob," he
said. Geirrod's axe hit into the timbers. Mavros struck again and again. As he hewed at the door, the
Avtokrator chanted on in amad race to see who would finish firss—and live.

Mavros weakened the door enough so he and Krispos could kick it open. At the same instant, Anthimaos
cried out in triumph. As hisfoes burst in on him, he extended his hands toward them. Fire flowed from his

fingertips
Had Anthimas controlled atrue thunderbolt, he would have incinerated Krispos and Mavros. But while
hisfireflowed, it did not dart. They scrambled backward out of the chamber before the flames reached

them. Thefire splashed againgt the far wall and dripped to the floor. The wall was stone. It did not catch,
but Krispos gagged on acrid smoke.

"Not so eager to comein and play any more, my dears?' Anthimos said, laughing again. "I'll come out
and play with you, then."

He stood in the doorway and shot fire at Krigpos. Krigpos threw himsdlf flat on the floor. The flames
passed over him, close enough that he smdlled his hair scorch. Hewaited for Anthimosto lower his
hands and burn him to acinder.

Anthimos never got the chance. While his atention and hisfire were amed at Krispos, Mavros rushed
him with the Haogawar axe. Anthimos whirled, casting flames close enough to Mavrosto spoil his
stroke. But the Emperor had to duck back into his chamber.

Some of hisfire caught on the ruined door. It began to burn. Real, honest flames licked up toward the
beams of the cailing.

Krigpos scrambled to hisfeet. "We have him!" he shouted. "He can't fight both of us at once out here,
and trapped in there helll burn.” Already the smoke had grown thicker.

"Y ou think you have me," Anthimos said. "All thisfribbling fireisbut adigtraction. Now to get back to
the conjuration | truly had in mind for you, Krigpos, the one you so rudely interrupted. And when | finigh,
you'll wish you'd burned to degth, you and your friend both.”

The Avtokrator began to incant again. Krispos started through the burning doorway at him, hoping he
could not use hisflameswhile busy with this other, more fearful magic. But once summoned, the firewas
at Anthimos command. A blast of it forced Krispos back. Mavros tried too, and was smilarly repulsed.

Anthimos chanted on. Krigpos knew nothing of magic, but he could sense the magnitude of the forces
Anthimos employed. The very air fdt thin, and thrummed with power. Icy fear ran through Krispos
veins, for he knew that power would close on him. He could not attack the Emperor; flight, he was sure,
would do no good. He stood and waited, coughing more and more as the smoke got worse.

Anthimos was coughing, too, and fairly gabbling hisspell in hishasteto get it al out before thefire seded
his escape as Krispos had said. Maybe that haste caused him to make his mistake; maybe, being at
bottom a headstrong young man who took few pains, he would have made it anyhow.

He knew held erred—his chant abruptly broke off. Dread and horror in his voice, he shouted, "Him, not
me! | didn't mean to say 'me!’ | meant him!"

Too late. The power he had summoned did what he had told it to do, and to whom. He screamed, once.
Peering through smoky, heat-hazed air, Krigpos saw him writhe asif trapped inthe grip of aninvisblefist



of monstrous size. The scream cut off. The sound of sngpping bones went on and on. An uprush of flame
blocked Krigpos view for amoment. When he could see again, Anthimos, or what was left of him, lay
crumpled and unmoving on thefloor.

Mavros pounded Krispos shoulder. "Let's get out of here!" he yelled. "We're just as dead if wetoast as
if—that happensto us."

"Arewe? | wonder." Anthimoswas the most definitively dead man Krispos had ever seen. Thelast sight
of thefallen Emperor stayed with him as, eyes streaming and lungs burning from the smoke, he sumbled
with Mavros toward the doorway.

Cool, clean night air after that inferno was like cool water after an endless trek through the desert.
Krispos sucked in breath after precious breath. Then he knelt beside Geirrod, who was just beginning to
groan and gtir. "Let'sdrag him away from here," he said, and listened to the roughnessin hisown voice.

"We don't want him to burn, either.”

"Something elsefirg.” Sowly and deliberately, Mavros went to his knees before Krigpos, then flat on his
bely. "Mgesty," he declared. "L et me be the first to salute you. Thou conquerest, Krispos, Avtokrator of
the Videssians." Krigpos gaped at him. In the desperate struggle with Anthimos, held forgotten the prize
for which held been struggling. He spoke hisfirst words as Emperor: " Get up, foal."

Geirrod's pale eyes were wide and staring, flicking back and forth from one man to the other. Mavros
rose, but only to a crouch by the Haloga. "Do you understand what has happened this night, Geirrod?
Anthimaos sought to day Krispos by sorcery, but blundered and destroyed himself instead. By the Lord
with the great and good mind, | swear neither Krispos nor | wounded him. His desth was Phos own
judgment onhim.”

"My friend—my brother—speakstruly,” Krigpos said. He drew the sun-circle over hisheart. "By the
good god | sweer it. Believe me or not, Geirrod, as you seefit from what you know of me. But if you
believe me, let me ask you in turn: will you serve me as bravely and loydly asyou served Anthimos?!

Those eyes of northern blue might have been a hunting beast's rather than aman's, such wasthe intensity
of the gaze Geirrod aimed up at Krispos. Then the guardsman nodded, once.

"Freehim, Mavros," Krigpos said. Mavros cut through the Haloga's bonds, then through the gag. Geirrod
heaved himsdlf upright and started to stagger away from the burning building behind him. "Wait," Krispos
told him, then turned to Mavros. "Give him hisaxe."

"What?No!" Mavros exclaimed. "Even haf out on hisfeet theway heis, with thisthing heés morethan a
match for both of us"

"He'ssad hewill sarve me. Give him theaxe." Part of that tone of command was borrowed from
Petronas, more, Krispos redized, came from Anthimos.

Wherever it came from, it served its purpose. Mavros eyes were eloquent, but he passed the axe to
Geirrod. The Halogatook it, looking at it as afather might look at along-lost son who has come home.
Krigpostensed. If he waswrong and Mavros right, he would have the shortest reign of any Avtokrator
Videssos had ever known.

Geirrod raised the axe—in salute. "Lead me, Magesty," he said. "Where now?"

Krispos watched Mavros hand leave the hilt of his dagger. The little blade would not have kept him or
Krigpos alive an extramoment against an armed and armored Geirrod, but the protective gesture made



Krigpos proud once more to have him for foster brother.
"Where now?" the guardsman repeated.

"To theimperia resdence,” Krigpos answered after quick thought. ™Y ou, Geirrod, tell your comrades
what happened here. | will aso speak to them, and to thefolk insde.”

"What do you want to do about this place here?' Mavros asked, pointing back at Anthimos sanctum. As
he did, part of theroof fell in with acrash.

"Let it burn,” Krispossaid. "If anyone seesit or gets close enough to hear noise like that, | suppose hell
try and put it out, not that helll have much luck. But the grove is so thick that odds are no one will notice
athing, and we certainly don't have time to mess about here. Or do you fed otherwise?"

Mavros shook his head. "No indeed. Well be plenty busy between now and dawn.”

"Aye." Ashewalked back toward theimperid residence, Krispostried to think of al the things hed have
to do before the sun came up again. If he forgot anything of any importance, he knew, he would not keep
the throne held claimed.

The Haloga standing guard in front of the imperial residence grew aert when they saw three men
approaching. When Krigpos and his companions got close enough for torchlight to reved the state they
werein, one of the northerners shouted, "What happened to you?”'

Krigpos looked down at himsalf. His robe was torn and scorched and stained with smoke. He glanced
over a Mavros, whose face was streaked from soot and sweat. His own, he was sure, could be no
cleaner. "The Avtokrator isdead,” he said smply. The Haloga cried out and came dashing down the
gairs, their huge axes at the ready. "Did you day him?' one of them demanded, his voicefierce.

"No, by Phos, | did not," Krispos said. As he had for Geirrod, he sketched the sun-sign over his breast.
"Y ou know heand | had afaling out these past few days." He waited for the northernersto nod, then
went on, "Thisevening | learned—" Never mind where now, hethought. "—I learned heéld not forgiven
me as he wanted me to believe, but was going to use the wizardry held studied to kill me.”

He touched the sword that swung on hiship. "l went to defend mysdlf, yes, but | did not kill him.
Because | wasthere, he hurried his magic, and rather than striking me, it ate him up instead. In the name
of the Lord with the great and good mind, | tell you | speak the truth.”

Geirrod suddenly started talking to the northernersin their own language. They listened for amoment,
then began asking questions and talking—sometimes shouting—among themsalves. Gerrod turned to
Krigpos, shifting back to Videssian. "1 tdll them it be only justice now for you to be Emperor, since he
who was Emperor try to day you but end up killing sdif insteed. | dso tdl them | fight for you if they say
no."

Whilethe Halogai argued, Mavros sidled close to Krispos and whispered, "Well, | admit you did that
better than | would have."

Krispos nodded, watching the guards—and their captain. Sometimes, he had read, usurpers gained the
imperia guards backing with promises of gold. He did not think gold would sway Thvari, save only to
make him fedl contempt. He waited for the guard captain to speak. At last Thvari did. "Magesty.” One by
one, the Halogai echoed him.

Now Krispos could give rewards. "Haf apound of gold to each of you, a pound to Thvari, and two
poundsto Geirrod for being first among you to acknowledge me." The northerners cheered and gathered



round him to clasp his hand between their two.
"What do | get?' Mavros asked, mock-plaintively.

"Y ou get to go to the stables, saddle up Progress and a horse for you, and get back here fast asyou
can," Krigpostold him.

"Aye, that'sright, give medl thework," Mavros said—but over his shoulder, for he was dready heading
for the stables at afast trot.

Krigpos climbed the stepsto the imperia residence—his residence now and for aslong as he could keep
it, heredized suddenly. He could fed that he was running on nervous energy; if he dowed down even for
amoment, he might not get moving again easly. Helaughed at himsdalf—when would he find the chance
to dow down any time soon?

Barsymes and Tyrovitzes stood waiting a couple of pacesinsde the entrance. Aswith the Halogai
before, Krispos dishevelment made the eunuchs stare. Barsymes pointed out toward the guardsmen.
"They cdled you Mgesty," he said. Wasthat accusation in his voice? Krispos could not tell. The
chamberlain had long practicein dissmulation.

"Y es, they cdled me Mgesty—Anthimosisdead,” Krigpos answered bluntly, hoping to startle some
more definite reaction from the eunuchs. But for making the sun-circle over their hearts, they gave him
none. Their silence compelled him to go on to explain once more how the Emperor had perished. When
he was through, Barsymes nodded; he seemed far from startled. "I did not think Anthimos could destroy
you s0," he remarked.

Krigpos started to take that as a smple compliment, then stopped, his eyes going wide. "Y ou knew," he
ground out. Barsymes nodded again. Krispos drew his sword. "Y ou knew, and you did not warn me.
How shdl | pay you back for that?' Barsymes did not flinch from the naked blade. " Perhaps while you
congder, you should let the Empress Daraknow you survived. | am certain she will be even more
relieved to hear of it thanwe are.”

Again Krigpos started to miss something, again he caught himsalf. "Y ou knew that, too?" heasked ina
small voice. Thistime both eunuchs nodded back. He looked at his sword, then returned it to its sheeth.
"How long have you known?' Now he was whispering.

Barsymes and Tyrovitzes looked at each other. "No secret in the palacesis asecret long," Barsymes said
with the dightest trace of smugness.

Dizzly, Krigpos shook hishead. "And you didn't tell Anthimos?"

"If we had, esteemed and—no, forgive me, | beg—your Mgesty, would you be holding this conversation
with usnow?" Barsymes asked.

Krigpos shook his head again. "How shall | pay you back for that?" he said, then musingly answered
himsdf: "If I'm to be Emperor, I'll need avestiarios. The post isyours, Barsymes."

The eunuch'slong, thin face was not made for showing pleasure, but his smile was less doleful than most
Krigpos had seen from him. ™Y ou honor me, your Mgesty. | am delighted to accept, and shall seek to
givesatidaction.”

"I'm sureyou will," Krigpos said. He hurried past the two eunuchs and down the hal. He passed the
doorway that had been his and paused in front of the one he had entered so many times but that only
now belonged to him. He raised a hand to knock softly, then stopped. He did not knock at his own



door. He openediit.

He heard Dara's sharp intake of breath—she had to have been wondering who would come through that
door. When she saw Krigpos, she said, "Oh, Phos be praised, it'syou!" and threw herself into hisarms.
Even ashe hdld her, though, he thought that her words would have done for Anthimaos return just as
well—no chance of making amistake with them. He wondered how long she'd worked to come up with
such asafe phrase.

"Tel mewhat happened,” she demanded.

He explained Anthimos downfall for the fourth time that night. He knew hewould haveto do it again
before dawn. The more he explained it, the more the story got between him and the exertion and terror
of the moment. If hetold the tale enough times, he thought hopefully, perhaps he'd forget how frightened
he'd been.

Thiswasthefirst time Darahad heard it, which made it seem asred for her asif shed been there. When
he was through, she held him again. "1 might havelost you," she said, her face buried againgt his shoulder.
"] don't know what | would have donethen."

Sheld been sure enough earlier in the evening, he thought, but decided he could not blame her for
forgetting that now. And her fear for him made him remember his own fear sharply once more.™ Y ou
certainly might have" he said. "If he hadn't tripped over hisown tongue—"

"Youmadehimdoit," shesad.

He had to nod. At the end, Anthimos had been badly rattled, too, or likely he never would have made his
fatal blunder. "Without you, | never would have known, | wouldn't have been there ..." Thistime Krigpos
hugged Dara, acknowledging the debt he owed, the gratitude he felt.

She must have sensed some of that. She looked up at him; her eyes searched hisface. "We need each
other,” she said dowly.

"Very much," he agreed, "especidly now."

She might not have heard him. Asif he hadn't spoken, she repeated, "We need each other," then went
on, maybe as much to herself asto him,"We please each other, too. Taken together, isn't that afair start
toward ... love?"

Krispos heard her hesitate before she risked the word. He would also have hesitated to speak it between
them. Having been lovers did not guarantee love; that was another of Tanilis lessons. Even so.... "A fair
gart," he said, and did not fed he waslying. Then he added, " One thing more, anyhow."

"What'sthat?' Dara asked.
"| promise you won't have to worry about minnows with me."

She blinked, then started to laugh. But her voice had agrim edgeto it as she warned, "I'd better not.
Anthimos didn't have to care about what | thought, whereasyou ..."

She stopped. He thought about what she hadn't said: that he was a peasant-born usurper with no right to
the throne whatever, save that hisfundament was on it. He knew that wastrue. If heruled well, heaso
knew it eventually would not matter. But eventualy was not now. Now anything that linked him to the
imperia house he had just toppled would help him hold power long enough for it to seem to belong to
him. He could not afford to antagonize Dara.



"l said not a minute ago that you didn't need to worry about such things," he reminded her.
"Soyou did." She sounded asif she were reminding herself, too.

He kissed her, then said with mock formality so splendid Mavros might have envied it, " And now, your
Maesty, if youwill forgive me, | have afew small triflesto attend to before the night isthrough.”

"Yes, just afew,” shesaid, smiling, her mood matching his. Almost as an afterthought, she added, "Y our
Maedy."

He kissed her again, then hurried away. The Haogal outside the imperia residence swung their axesto
theready in salute as he came out. A few minutes later, Mavros rode up, leading Krispos horse Progress
on aline. "Here's your mount, Kris— uh, your Mgesty. Now—" His voice sank to a conspiratorial
whisper,"—what do you need the beast for?"

"Toride, of course," Krigpos said. While hisfoster brother sputtered, he turned to Thvari and spoke for
acouple of minutes. When he was done, he asked, "Do you have that? Can you do it?"

"I haveit. If I candoit, | will. If | can't, I'll be dead. So will you, not much later,” the northerner
answered with the usua bloodthirsty directness of the Haogai.

"I trust you'll do your best, then, for both our sakes," Krispos said. He swung himself up onto Progress
back and loosed the lead line. "Now weride," hetold Mavros.

"l did suspect that, truly 1 did," Mavros said. "Do you have any place in particular in mind, or shall we
just gdlivant around the city?'

Krispos had dready urged his bay gelding into atrot. "lakovitzes house," he said over his shoulder ashe
rode west toward the plaza of Palamas. "l just hope he's there; the only person | can think of who
likes—liked—to carouse more than he doesis Anthimos."

"Why are we going to lakovitzes house?'

"Because hel's il in the habit of keeping lots of grooms," Krispos answered. "If I'm to be Avtokrator,
people will have to know I'm Avtokrator. They'll have to see me crowned. That will have to happen as
fast asit can, before anyone € se gets the idea there's athrone loose for the taking. The grooms can
gpread word through the city tonight.”

"And wake everyone up?' Mavros said. "The people won't love you for that."

"The people of thistown love spectacle more than anything e Krispos said. "They wouldn't forgive
meif | didn't wake them up for it. Look a Anthimos—you can be anything in Videssos the city, so long
asyou'renot dull."

"Well, maybe s0," Mavros said. "1 hope so, by the Lord with the great and good mind."

They reined inin front of 1akovitzes house, tied their horsesto therail, and went up to the front door.
Krigpos pounded on it. He kept pounding until 1akovitzes steward Gomaris opened thelittle grate in the
middle of the door and peered through it. Whatever cursesthe steward had in mind got left unsaid when
he recognized Krispos, he contented himsalf with growling, "By the good god, Krigpos, have you gone
med?"

"No," Krigpossaid. "l must see lakovitzesright now. Tdl him that, Gomaris, and tell him | won't take no
for an answer." He waited tensdy—if Gomaris said his master was out, everything was up for grabs



again. But the stleward just dammed the grate shut and went away.

He returned in a couple of minutes. "He says he doesn't careif it's the Emperor himsalf who wantsto see
him"

"Itis" Krispossaid. "It isthe Emperor, Gomaris." Thelittle grate did not show much of Gomaris face,
but he saw the steward's right eye go wide. A moment later, he heard the bar lift. The door swung open.

"What's happened in the palaces?' Gomaris asked eagerly. No, he was more than eager, hewas all but
panting to hear juicy news before anyone e se did. That, to an inhabitant of the city, was treasure more
precious than gold.

"Y ou'll know when lakovitzes does," Krispos promised. "And now, hadn't you better run ahead and tell
him you let Mavrosand mein after dl?"

"Aye, you'reright, worseluck," the seward said, his voice suddenly glum. He hurried off toward his
master's bedchamber. Krigpos and Mavras, who till knew their way around the house where they had
once served, followed more dowly.

lakovitzes met them before they got to his bedroom. The fiery little noble was just knotting the sash of his
dressing gown when he came up to hisformer protege's. He stabbed out afinger at Krigpos. "What'sthis
nonsense about the Emperor wanting to see me? | don't see any Emperor. All | seeisyou, and | wish |
didnt."

"Excellent Sr, you do see the Emperor,” Krigpos answered. He touched his own chest.

lakovitzes snorted. "What have you been drinking? Go on home now, and if Phosis merciful I'll fal back
to deep, forget dl about this, and never haveto tell Anthimos.”

"It doesn't matter," Krispos said. "Anthimosis dead, |akovitzes."
As Gomaris had just before, lakovitzes eyes went wide.
"Hold that torch closer to him, Gomaris," hetold his steward.

Gomaris obeyed. In the better light, 1akovitzes examined Krigpos closdly, "Y ou're not joking," he said at
ladt.

"No, I'm not." Almost by rote, Krispostold the story he had already told four timesthat night. He
finished, "That'swhy I've cometo you, excellent Sir, to have your grooms and servants spread word
through the city that something extraordinary has happened and that people should gather at the High
Templeto learn what."

To hissurprise and indignation, |akovitzes started to laugh. The noble said, "Y our pardon, your Mgjesty,
but when you first came here, | never thought | had afuture Avtokrator shoveling out my horseshit. Not
many can say that, by Phos. Oh, no indeed!" He laughed again, louder than before. Y ou'll help, then?”
Krispos said.

lakovitzes dowly sobered. "Aye, Krigpos, I'll help you. Better you with the crown than some
dunderheaded generd, which isthe other choice weld likely have.™

"Thanks, | suppose,” Krigpos said—Iakovitzes never gave praise without splashing vinegar oniit. "You're
welcome, I'm sure," the noble said. He sighed.



"And to think that with alittleluck | could have had an Avtokrator in my bed aswell asin my stables.”
lakovitzes turned alook that was half glower, hdf leer on Mavros. "Why didn't you overthrow the
Emperor?"

"Me? No, thank you,” Mavros said. "'l wouldn't take the job on abet. | want to go through life without
food tasters—and without using up afew of them dong the way.”

"Hrmmp." |akovitzes gave his attention back to Krispos. "Y ou'll have plenty to keep you occupied
tonight, won't you? | suppose you'll want me to go and wake up everyonein the household. | may as
well. Now that you've ruined my hope for a decent night's deep, why should | let anyone else have one?’

"Y ou're as generous and considerate as | remember you," Krispos said, just to see him glare. "By the
good god, | promise you won't be sorry for this."

"If both our heads go up on the Milestone, I'll make sure mine reminds yours of thet," lakovitzes said.
"Now get moving, will you? The faster thisis done, the better the chance we al have of avoiding the chap
with the cleaver.”

Since Krigpos had come to the same conclusion, he nodded, clasped | akovitzes hand, and hurried away.
He and Mavroswere just climbing onto their horses when lakovitzes started making a horrible racket
insde the house. Mavros grinned. "He doesn't do things by halves, does he?"

"Henever did," Krigpos said. "I'm only glad he's with us and not against us. Gnatios won't be so easy.”
"Youll persuade him," Mavros said confidently.

"Oneway or another, | haveto," Krispos said as they rode through the dark, quiet streets of the city.
Only afew people shared the night with them. A couple of courtesans beckoned asthey trotted by; a
couple of footpads dunk out of their way; a couple of staggering drunksignored them atogether. Once,
off in the distance, Krigpos saw for amoment the clump of torches that proclaimed respectable citizens
traveling by night. He rounded a corner and they were gone.

More torches blazed in front of the patriarcha mansion. Krispos and Mavrostied their horsesto a
couple of the evergreensthat grew there and walked up to the entrance. "I am heartily tired of rapping on
doors," Krigpos said, rapping on the door.

Mavros consoled him. "After this, you can have servants rap on them for you."

The rapping eventualy had its result—the priest Badourios opened the door a crack and demanded,
"Who dares disturb the ecumenical patriarch'srest?' Then he recognized Krigpos and grew morecivil. |
hopeit is not a matter of urgency, esteemed and eminent ar.”

"Would | be hereif it werent?" Krigposretorted. "I must see the patriarch a once, holy sir.”

"May | tel him your business?' Badourios asked. Mavros snapped, "Wereit for you, be assured we
would consult you. It isfor your master, as Krigpostold you. Now go and fetch him." Badourios glared
deepy murder a him, then abruptly turned on his hed and hurried away.

Gnatios gppeared afew minutes later. Even fresh-roused from deep, he looked clever and eegant, if
none too happy. Krispos and Mavros bowed. As Gnatios responded with abow of his own, Krispos
saw him take in their dirty faces and torn robes. But his voice was smooth as ever as he asked, "What
has s0 distressed his Mg esty that he must have aresponse in the middle of the night?"

"L et us speak privately, not in this doorway," Krispos said. The patriarch considered, then shrugged. "As



you wish." Heled them to asmall chamber, lit acouple of lamps, then closed and barred the door.
Folding hisarms across his chest, he said, "Very well, let me ask you once more, if | may, esteemed and
eminent sir: what theological concern has Anthimos so vexed he must needs rout me out of bed for his
answver?!

"Mogt holy gr, you know aswell as| that Anthimos never worried much about theology,” Krispos said.
"Now he doesn't worry about it at all. Or rather, he worriesin the only way that truly matters—he's
walking the narrow bridge between the light above and the ice below.” He saw Gnatios eyebrows shoot
up. He nodded. "Y es, most holy sir, Anthimosis dead.”

"And you, most holy sir, have been addressing the Avtokrator of the Videssans by atitle far beneath his
present dignity,” Mavros added. His voice was hard, but one corner of his mouth could not help twitching
upward with mischief.

Suave and urbane as he normally was, the patriarch goggled at that. "No," he whispered.

"Yes" Krigpos sad, and for the half-dozenth time that night told how Anthimos had perished. Listening
to himsdf, he discovered he did have the story down pat; only afew words were different from the ones
he'd used with lakovitzes and Dara. He finished, "And that iswhy we've come to you now, most holy Sir:
to have you set the crown on my head at the High Templein the morning.”

Gnatios had regained his composure while Krispos spoke Now he shook his head and repested, "No,"
thistime loudly and firmly. "No, | will not crown ajumped-up stableboy like you, no matter what has
befalen hisMgesty. If you speak the truth and he has died, others are far more deserving of imperid
rank."

"By which you mean Petronas—your cousin Petronas," Krigpos said. "Let meremind you, most holy sir,
that Petronas now wesars the blue robe."

"V ows coerced from aman have been set asde before," Gnatios said. "He would make a better
Avtokrator than you, asyou must admit.”

"l admit nothing of the sort,” Krispos growled, "and you're mad if you think 1'd give over thethroneto a
man whose firgt act upon it would be to take my head.”

"You'remad if you think I'll crown you," Gnatios retorted.
"If you don't, Pyrrhoswill," Krispos said.

That ploy had worked before with Gnatios, but it failed now. The ecumenica patriarch drew himsalf up.
"Pyrrhosis but an abbot. For a coronation to have vdidity, it must be at my hands, the patriarch's hands,
and they shdl not grant it to you."

Just then Badourios knocked urgently on the door. Without waiting for areply, the priest tried the latch.
When he found the door barred, he called through it: "Most holy sir, there's an unseemly disturbance
building in the Sreet outside.”

"What's happening in the street outside does not concern me," Gnatios said angrily. "Now go away."

Krispos and Mavros looked at each other. "Maybe what's happening in the street does concern you,
most holy sir," Krigpos said, hisvoice silky. "Shall we go and see?

The lines on Gnatios forehead and those running down from beside his nose to the outer ends of his
mouth deegpened in suspicion. "Asyou wish," he sad rductantly.



Krispos heard the deep-voiced shouting as soon as he was out of the chamber. Helooked at Mavros
again. They both smiled. Gnatios scowled at each of themin turn.

When the three men got to the front entrance, the shouting abruptly stopped. Gnatios stared out in
dismay at the whole regiment of imperia guards, hundreds of armed and armored Halogai drawn upin
line of battle before the patriarchd mansion. He turned to Krispos, nervoudy wetting hislips. ™Y ou would
not, ah, loose the barbarians here on, ah, holy ground?”

"How could you think such athing, most holy sir?" Krigpos sounded shocked. He made sure he sounded
shocked. "We were just having anice peaceable tak in there, weren't we?!

Before Gnatios could answer, one of the Halogai detached himself from their ranks and strode toward
the mansion. Asthe warrior drew closer, Krigpos saw it was Thvari. Gnatios stood his ground, but still
seemed to shrink from the northerner, who aong with hismail shirt and axe aso bore alarge, round
bronze-faced shield.

Thvari swung up hisaxein sauteto Krigpos. "Maesty," he said soberly. His gaze swung to Gnatios. He
must not have liked what he saw on the patriarch's face, for his aready wintry eyes grew colder yet. The
axetwitched in hishands, asif with alife of itsown.

Gnatios voice went high. "Call him off me," he said to Krigpos. The axe twitched again, abigger
movement thistime. Krigpos said nothing. Gnatios watched the axe blade with fearful fascination. He
jumped when it moved again. "Please cdl him off me" he said shrilly; amoment later, perhapsredizing
what waswrong, he added, "Y our Mgesty."

"That will beall, Thvari. Thank you," Krigpos said. The Haloga nodded, turned, and stalked back to his
countrymen.

"There," Gnatios said to Krigpos, though his eyes stayed on Thvari till the northerner was back into the
ranks of the guardsmen. "I've publicly acknowledged you. Are you satisfied?’

"Y ou haven't yet honored his Mgesty with aproskyness,” Mavros observed.

Gnatioslooked daggers a him and opened his mouth to say something defiant. Then he glanced over to
the Halogai massed in the street. Krispos watched the defiance drain out of him. Slowly hewent to his
knees, then to hisbdly. "Mgesty," he said as hisforehead touched the floor.

"Get up, most holy ar," Krigpos said. " So you agree | am therightful Avtokrator, then?' He waited for
Gnétios to nod before he went on, "Then can you show that to the whole city by setting the crown on my
head at the High Temple when morning comes?"

"I would seem to havelittle choice" Gnatios said blegkly.

"If I'm to be magter of the Empire, | will be master of dl of it," Krigpostold him. "That includesthe
temples”

The ecumenical patriarch did not reply in words, but his expression was eloquent. Though emperors
traditiondly headed ecclesiagtical aswell as secular affairs, Anthimos had ignored both impartidly, letting
Gnatios run Videssos religiouslife like an independent prince. The progpect of doing another man's
bidding could not have appeded to him.

Mavros pointed down the street; at the same time, Haloga heads turned in the direction hisfinger
showed. A man carrying alarge, heavy bundle was coming toward the patriarcha mansion. No, not a
man—as the person drew nearer, Krigpos saw beardless cheeks and chin. But it was not awoman,



gther... "Barsymes!" Krigpos exclaimed. "What do you have there?"

Panting alittle, the eunuch set down his burden. "If you are to be crowned, your Mgesty, you should
appear before the people in the proper regdia. | heard your ordersto the Halogai, and so | knew | could
find you here. I've brought the coronation regdia, acrown, and apair of red boots. | do hope the rude
treastment I've given the silks hasn't wrinkled them too much,” hefinished anxioudy.

"Never mind," Krigpos said, touched. "That you thought to bring them to meisadl that counts.” He put a
hand on Barsymes shoulder. The eunuch, aforma soul if ever there was one, shrugged it off and bowed.
Krigposwent on, "It was bravely done, and perhaps foolishly done, aswell. How would you have fought
back if robbersfell upon you and stole thisrich clothing?'

"Robbers?' Barsymes gave a contemptuous sniff. " A robber would have to be insane to dare assault one
like me, who is so obvioudy aeunuch of the palace.” For thefirst time, Krispos heard asort of
melancholy pridein Barsymes description of himsalf. The eunuch continued, "Besides, even amadman
would think three times before he stole the imperia raiment. Who could wear it but the Emperor, when
even its possession by another is proof of treason and a capital crime?”

"I'm just glad you got here safely,” Krigpos said. If thinking himsalf immune from robbers had hel ped
Barsymes come, he would not contradict the eunuch. Privately he suspected Barsymes had been more
lucky than secure.

"Shall | vest you intheregadianow?' Barsymes asked.

Krigpos thought for amoment, then shook hishead. "No, let'sdo it at the High Temple, where the
ecumenical patriarch will set the crown on my head.” He glanced over at Gnatios, who nodded without
gpesking. Krigposlooked eastward. Ever so dightly, the horizon was beginning to gray. He said, "We
should go there now, to be ready when the new day comes."

He called to the Halogai. They formed up in ahollow rectangle that took the whole width of the street.
Krigpos, Mavros, Barsymes, and Gnatios took their placesin the middle. Krispos thought Gnatios till
wanted to bolt, but the patriarch got no chance. "Forward to the High Temple," Krispos said, and
forward they went.

The Temple, aswas only fitting, lay but afew steps from the patriarchal mangon. It bulked huge against
the brightening sky; the thick piersthat supported the weight of its great central dome gave it asquat,
amost an ungainly gppearance from the outside. But within—Krigpos knew the splendor that lay within.

The forecourt to the High Temple was as large as a couple of the smaler plazasin the city. The boots of
the Halogal dammed down on date flags; their measured tramp echoed from the building they
approached.

Gnatios peered out between the marching guardsmen. "What are dl these people doing, loitering in the
forecourt so long before the dawn?' he said.

"A coronation must be witnessed,” Krispos reminded him. The patriarch gave him alook filled with
grudging respect. "For an adventurer who hasjust seized the state, you've planned well. Y ou will prove
more difficult to didodge than | would have guessed when you came pounding on my door."

"l don't intend to be didodged,” Krispos said. "Neither did Anthimos, your Mgesty,” Gnatios replied,
putting a sardonic edge to the title Krispos was till far from used to.

The forecourt was not yet truly crowded; the Haogai had no trouble making their way toward the High



Temple. Men and women scurried out of their path, chattering excitedly: "Look at 'em! Something big
must be going on.""| wanted to kill the bloody sod who woke me, but now I'm glad I'm here." "Wouldn't
want to miss anything. What do you think's happened? " One enterprising fellow had atray with him.
"Sausage and rollg" he shouted, his eyes, like those of most who lived in Videssos the city, onthe main
chance. "Buy your sausage and rolls here!™

Priests prayed in the High Temple by night aswell asby day. They stared from the top of the stairway at
theimperid guards.

Krigpos heard them exclaim and call to one another; they sounded as curious as any of the onlookers
gathering in front of the temple. But when the Halogai began to climb the low, broad stairs, the priests
cried out in darm and withdrew insde, damming doors behind them.

Under their officers direction, most of the northerners deployed on the stairway, facing out toward the
forecourt. A band that included Thvari'swarriors accompanied Krispos and hisVidessian comrades up
to the High Templeitsalf. Krisposlooked from the closed doors before them to Gnatios. "I hope youll
be able to do something about this?!

Gnatios nodded. He knocked on the door and called sharply, " Open in there. Open, | say! Your
patriarch commandsit.”

A grill did open. "Phos preserve us,” said the priest peering out. "It is the patriarch.” A moment later, the
doorswere flung wide; Krigpos had to step back smartly to keep from being hit. Ignoring him, the clerics
hurled questions at Gnatios. "What'stoward, most holy sir?""What are dl the Haloga doing here?’
"Wherésthe Emperor, if al hisguards have come?’

"What's toward? Change," Gnatios answered, raising an eyebrow at Krispos. "l would say that response
coverstherest of your queries, aswdll."

Barsymes spoke up. "Holy dirs, will your kindness permit usto enter the narthex so his Mg esty may
assumetheimperid vesments?'

"l shdl dsorequireavid of the scented oil used in anointings,” Gnatios added.

Krigpos saw the priests faces go momentarily dack with surprise, then heard their voices rise asthey
murmured among themselves. They were city men; they did not need to hear more to know what wasin
the wind. Without waiting for their leave, Krigpos strode into the High Temple. Hefdt the clerics eyeson
him as they gave way before his confidence, but he did not ook toward them. Instead, he told Barsymes,
"Aye, this place will do well enough for robing. Help me, if you please.”

"Of course, your Mgesty." The eunuch turned to the priests. "Could | trouble one of you, holy dirs, for a
damp cloth wherewith to wipe clean hisMagesty's face?' Not one but four clerics hurried away.

"I'll want to clean off after you do, Kris—your Mgesty," Mavros said. "The good god knows | must be
as sooty asyou are.”

The cloth arrived in moments. With exquisite delicacy, Barsymes dabbed and rubbed at Krispos cheeks,
nose, and forehead. When at last he was satisfied, he handed the cloth—now grayish rather than
white—to Mavros. While Mavrosran it over hisown face, Barsymes began to clothe Krisposin the
imperid regdiafor thefirs time.

The garb for the coronation was of antique style, so antique that it was no longer worn at any other time.
With Barsymes help, Krigpos donned blue leggings and agold-belted blue kilt edged in white. Hisplain



sword went into the bejewel ed scabbard that hung from the belt. His tunic was scarlet, with gold threads
worked through it. Barsymes set awhite wool cape on his shoulders and fumbled to work the golden
fibulathat closed it a histhroat.

"And now," the eunuch said, "the red boots." They were atight squeeze; Krispos feet were larger than
Anthimos. They aso had higher hedls than Krigpos was used to. He stumped around uncertainly insgde
the narthex.

Barsymestook from his bag asmple golden circlet, then amore forma crown: agolden dome set with
rubies, sapphires, and glistening pearls. He set both of them aside; for the moment, Krispos remained
bareheaded.

Mavros went to the doorsto look out. "A lot of peoplethere," he said. "lakovitzes lads did their job
well." The noise of the crowd, which the closed doors had kept down to asound like that of the distant
seq, suddenly swelled in Krispos ears. "Isit sunrise?’ he asked.

Mavroslooked out again. "Near enough. It's certainly light." Krigpos glanced from him to Barsymesto
Gnatios. "Then let'sbegin.”

Mavros opened the doors once more, thistime throwing them wide. The boom they made asthey
dammed back against thewall drew the eyes of the crowd to him. He stood in the doorway for a
moment, then cried out as loud as he could, "People of Videssos, Phos himself has made this day! On
this day, the good god has given our city and our Empire anew Avtokrator.”

The hum from the crowd dropped as peopl e quieted to hear what Mavros said, then redoubled when
they took in theimport of hiswords. He held up his hands and waited. Quiet dowly came. Into it,
Mavros said, "The Avtokrator Anthimosisdead, laid low by his own sorceries. People of Videssos,
behold the Avtokrator Krigpos."

Barsymes touched Krispos on the arm, but he was already moving forward to stand in the open doorway
as Mavros stepped aside. Below him, on the steps, the Halogal raised their axesin salute—and in
warning to any who would oppose him. "Krigpos!" they shouted al together, their voices deep and fierce.

"Krigpod" yelled the crowd, save for theinevitable few who heard his name wrong and yelled "Priskod ™
instead. "Thou conquerest, Krigpos!"—the age-old Videssian shout of acclamation. "Many yearsto the
Avtokrator Krigpos!" "Thou conquerest!” "Krigpod™

Krigpos remembered the heady fedling held had years before, when the nobles who filled the Hall of the

Nineteen Couchesdl cried out his name after he vanquished Beshev, the thick-shouldered wrestler from

Kubrat. Now he knew that fegling again, but magnified ahundredfold, for thiswas not ahdlful of people,
but rather a plazaful. Buoyed up on that greet tide of acclamation, he forgot fatigue.

"The people proclaim you Emperor, Krigpos!" Mavros cried.

The acclam got louder. Shouts of "Thou conquerest, Krispos!" camethick and fast. One burden of
worry gone, Krispos thought. Had the crowd not accepted him, he would never have lasted as
Avtokrator; no matter what other backing he had, it would have evaporated in the face of popular
contempt. The chroniclestold of awould-be Emperor named Rhazates, whom the mob had laughed off
the steps of the High Temple for no better reason than that he was grosdly fat. A rival ousted him within

days.

Thvari held up the bronze-faced shield, displaying it to the crowd. The people quieted; they knew what
that shield wasfor. With Mavros behind him, Krispos walked down to where the Halogawaited.



Too quietly for the people in the forecourt to hear, Krispostold Thvari, "I want you, Geirrod, Narvikka,
and Vagn."

"It shdl be asyou wish," the northerner agreed. Geirrod stood close by; neither of the other guardsmen
Krigpos had named was far away. Thvari would know which soldiers he favored, Krispos thought. At
the officer's gesture, the two Halogal set down their axes and hurried over.

Barsymes approached, handing Mavros the golden circlet hed brought. As Thvari had the bronze-faced
shield, Mavros showed the circlet to the crowd. Those at the back of the courtyard could hardly have
been ableto seeit, but they sighed al the same— like the shield, it had its placein theritud of
coronation.

Theritua went on. Mavros offered Krisposthe circlet. He held out his hands, pams away from his body,
in agesture of refusal. Mavros offered the circlet again. Again Krispos rgjected it. Mavros paused, then
tried to present it to Krigpos once more. Thistime Krigpos bowed his head in acquiescence.

Mavros set the circle on his brow. The gold was cool againgt hisforehead. "Krigpos, with thiscirclet |
join the people in conferring on you the title of Avtokrator!" Mavros said proudly. As Mavros spoke, as
the crowd erupted in fresh cheers, Thvari set the bronze-faced shield flat on the stair beside him. Krispos
stepped up onto it. Thvari, Geirrod, Narvikka, and VVagn stooped and grasped the rim of the shield. At a
grunted command from Thvari, they lifted together.

Up went the shield to the height of their shoulders, raising Krispos high above them and showing the
people that he enjoyed the soldiers support aswell astheirs. "Krigpos!" al the Haloga shouted once
more. For amoment he felt more like one of their pirate chieftains about to set forth on a plundering
expedition than astaid and civilized Avtokrator of the Videssans.

The guardsmen lowered him back to the stone steps. As he got off the shield, he wondered if it wasthe
one upon which Anthimos had stood—and who would be exated on it after he was gone. My son, Phos
willing, one day many years from now, he thought, then shoved that concern far away.

He looked up to the top of the stone steps. Gnatios stood in the open doorway, holding a satin cushion
on which lay theimperiad crown and the via of oil he would use to anoint Krispos head. The patriarch

nodded. Heart pounding, Krispos climbed the stairs toward him. Having been accepted by the people

and the army, he needed only ecclesiastical recognition to complete his coronation.

Gnatios nodded again as Krigpos took his place beside him. But instead of beginning the ceremony of
anointing, the patriarch looked out to the expectantly waiting crowd in the forecourt below. Fitching his
voiceto carry to the people, the patriarch said, "' Perhaps our new master will honor uswith afew brief
words before | set the crown on hishead.”

Krigposturned around to glare at Gnatios, who blandly |ooked back. He heard Mavros angry hiss—this
was no normal part of the coronation. Krigpos knew what it was: it was Gnatios hoping he would play
thefooal in front of much of the city, and blight hisreign before it properly began.

The expanding crowd in the forecourt grew till, waiting to hear what Krispos would say. He paused a
moment to gather histhoughts, for he saw he could not keep from speaking. Before he began, though, he
scowled at Gnatios again. He would never be able to trust the patriarch, not after this.

But when helooked out to the till-waiting throng, dl thoughts of Gnatios vanished from hismind.
"People of Videssos," he said, then once more, louder, "people of Videssos, Anthimosisdead. | do not
want to speak ill of the dead, but you know aswell as| that not everything in the city or in the empireran
aswadll asit might have while he was Emperor.”



He hoped someone would shout out in agreement and bring alaugh from the crowd. No one did. People
stood silent, listening, judging. He took a deep breath and reminded himsdlf to try to keep hisrustic
accent under control; he was glad his yearsin the city had helped smooth it. He plunged ahead.

"l served Anthimos. | saw how he neglected the Empire for the sake of his own pleasure. Pleasure hasits
place, aye. But the Avtokrator hasto look to Videssosfirgt, then to himsdlf. Asfar as| can, | will do
thet."

He paused to think again. "If | did everything | might possibly do, | think I'd need to pack three daysinto
every one." Hisrueful tone wasred; as he stood there, looking out at the people who were under hisrule
aone, picturing their fellows dl the way to the borders of the Empire, he could not imagine , why anyone
would want the crushing weight of responsibility that went with being Avtokrator. No time to worry
about that now, either. He had the responsbility. He would have to bear up under it. He went on, "With
the good god's help, I'll be able to do enough to help Videssos. | pray | can. That'sadl.”

As heturned back to Gnatios, he listened to the crowd. No thunderous outpouring of applause, but he
hadn't expected one, not after the patriarch ambushed him into coming up with a speech on the spot. But
no onejeered or booed or hissed. Hed got through it and hadn't hurt himself. That was plenty.

Gnatiosredized it, too. He masked himsdlf well, but could not quite hide his disappointment. "Carry on,
most holy sir," Krigpos said coldly.

"Yes, of course, your Mgesty.” Gnatios nodded, bland ill.
He raised hisvoice to spesk to the crowd rather than the Emperor. "Bow your head for the anointing.”

Krigpos obeyed. The patriarch drew the stopper from the vial of scented oil and poured its contents over
Krispos head. He spoke theritud words: "As Phos light shines down on usdl, so may hisblessings
pour down on you with thisanointing.”

"So may it be," Krigpos responded, though as he did, he wondered whether aprayer had to be sincerely
meant to be effective. If so, Phos ears were surely closed to Gnatios words. The patriarch rubbed the
oil through Krispos hair with hisright hand. While he completed the anointing, he recited Phos creed,
intoning, "We bless thee, Phos, Lord with the great and good mind, by thy grace our protector, watchful
beforehand that the great test of life may be decided in our favor.”

Krigpos echoed the prayer, which, sinceit did not mention him, he supposed the patriarch truly meant.
The city folk gathered in the forecourt below aso recited the creed. Their voices rose and fell like surf,
individua wordslogt but the prayer's rhythm unmistakable.

And then, at last, Gnatios took the imperial crown in both hands and set it on Krispos lowered head. It
was heavy, literdly aswell asfor what it meant. A sigh ran through the crowd. A new Avtokrator ruled
Videssos.

After amoment, the noise began to build again, to a crest of acclamation: "Thou conquerest!” "Krispos!"
"Many years" "Krispod" "Hurrah for the Emperor!" "Krigpod" "Krigoos!" "Krigpog”

He straightened. Suddenly the crown seemed to weigh nothing &t all.



