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The gold flan wasflat and round, about as wide as Krispos thumb—ablank surface, about to become a
coin. Krigpos passed it to the mintmaster, who in turn carefully set it on the lower die of the press. Al
ready, your Mgesty," he said. "Pull thislever here, hard asyou can.”

Your Majesty. Krispos hid asmile. HEd been Avtokrator of the Videssansfor only eight days, and still
was far from used to hearing his new title in everyone's mouth.

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

The mintmaster said, "Now if you please, your Mg esty, just ease back there so the dieliftsagain.” He
waited until Krispos obeyed, then took out the newly struck goldpiece and examined it. "Excdlent! Had
you no other duties, your Mgesty, you would be welcome to work for me." After laughing at hisown
joke, he handed Krigpos the coin. "Here, your Mgesty, the very first goldpiece of your reign.”

Krigpos held the coin in the palm of his hand. The obverse was uppermost: animage of Phos, sternin
judgment. The good god had graced Videssos coinage for centuries. Krigpos turned the goldpiece over.
His own face looked back at him, negtly bearded, abit longer than most, nose high and proud. Yes, his
image, wearing the domed imperid crown. A legend ran around his portrait, in letterstiny but perfect:
Krispos Avtokrator.

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

"I'll tell him what you've said, your Maesty. I'm sure helll be pleased. Weve had to work in ahurry here
before, when one Avtokrator replaced another rather suddenly, so we, ah—"

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

But after acholeraoutbreak killed mogt of hisfamily, hed abandoned his village for Videssosthe city, the
great imperid capitd. Here held risen by strength and guile to the post of vestiarios—chamberlain—to
the Emperor Anthimos I11. Anthimos had cared for pleasure more than for ruling; when Krispos sought to
remind him of hisduties, Anthimostried to day him by sorcery. Hed dain himsdf ingtead, with abungled
gpdll... And so, Krisposthought, my face goes on goldpieces now.



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

Majesty.”

Krispos nodded. "Good. That's asit should be." He'd been ayouth, he remembered, when hefirst saw
Anthimos face on agoldpiece.

"I'm glad you're pleased, your Mgesty.” The mintmaster bowed. "May your reign be long and happy, sir,
and may our artisans design many more coinsfor you."

"My thanks." Krigpos had to stop himself from bowing in return, as he would have before the crown
cameto him. A bow from the Avtokrator would not have delighted the mintmaster; it would have
frightened him out of hiswits. AsKrigpos |eft the mint, he had to hold up ahand to keep dl the workers
from stopping their jobsto prostrate themsalves before him. He was just learning how gtifling imperid
ceremony could be for the Emperor.

A squad of Haloga stood outside the mint. The imperid guardsmen swung up their axesin sute as
Krigpos emerged. Their captain held his horse's head to help him mount. The big blond northerner was
red-faced and sweating on what seemed to Krigpos no more than a moderately warm day; few of the
fierce mercenariestook Videssos summer hest well.

"Whereto now, Mgesty?' the officer asked.

Krigpos glanced down at a sheet of parchment on which held scrawled alist of the things he had to do
thismorning. Hed had to do so much so fast since becoming Avtokrator that held given up trying to keep
itdl inhishead. "To the patriarchd mansion, Thvari," hesad. "I haveto consult with Gnatios—again.”

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

When the Halogai reached the edge of the palace quarter and came to the plaza of Paamas, they
menacingly raised their axes and shouted, "Way! Way for the Avtokrator of the Videssand" Asif by
magic, alane through the crowded square opened for them. That was an imperia perquisite Krigpos
enjoyed. Without it, he might have spent most of an hour getting to the other side of the plaza—he had,
often enough. Half the peoplein the world, he sometimes thought, used the plaza of Pdamasto try to sdll
thingsto the other half.

Though the presence of the Emperor—and the cold-eyed Ha ogai—inhibited hucksters and hagglers, the
dinwas gtill dreadful. He rubbed an ear inrelief asit faded behind him.

TheHaogal tramped east down Middle Street, Videssos the city's chief thoroughfare. The Videssans
loved spectacle. They stopped and stared and pointed and made rude remarks, asif Krigpos could not
see or hear them. Of course, he redized wryly, he was so new an Avtokrator asto be interesting for
novelty's sake, if nothing else.

He and his guards turned north toward the High Temple, the grandest shrineto Phosin al the Empire.
The patriarch’'s home stood close by. When it came into view, Krispos braced himsdlf for another
encounter with Gnatios.

The meeting began smoothly. The ecumenica patriarch's aide, alesser priest named Badourios, met
Krigpos at the mansion door and escorted him to Gnatios study. The patriarch sprang from his chair,



then went to hisknees and then to hisbelly in full proskynesis—so full, indeed, that Krispos wondered,
as he often did with Gnatios, if he was being subtly mocked.

Though his shaven pate and bushy beard marked him asacleric, they did not rob the patriarch of his
individuality, as often happened with priests. Krigpos aways thought of him asfoxlike, for he was clever,
elegant, and devious, dl at the sametime. Had he been an dly, he would have been amighty one. He
was not an aly; Anthimos had been acousin of his.

Krigposwaited for Gnatiosto rise from his prostration, then settled into achair across the desk from the
patriarch. He motioned Gnatiosto sit and plunged in without preamble. "1 hope, most holy sir, you've
seen fit to reverse yourself on the matter we discussed yesterday.”

"Your Mgesty, | am till engaged in asearch of Phos holy scriptures and of canon law." Gnatios waved
to the scrolls and codices piled highin front of him. "But | regret to say that asyet | havefailed to find
judtification for performing the ceremony of marriage to join together you and the Empress Dara. Not
only is her widowhood from hislate Mg esty the Avtokrator Anthimos extremely recent, but thereisaso
the matter of your involvement in Anthimos deeth.”

Krigposdrew in along, angry breath. "Now see here, most holy g, | did not day Anthimos. | have
sworn that again and again by the lord of the great and good mind, and sworn it truthfully.” To emphasize
hiswords, hishand moved in aquick circle over his heart, the symbol of Phos sun. "May Skotosdrag
me down to the eternd iceif | lie"

"I do not doubt you, your Mgesty," Gnatios said smoothly, aso making the sun-9gn. Y et the fact
remains, had you not been present when Anthimos died, he would still be among men today."

"Aye, 30 hewould—and | would be dead. If held finished his spell at leisure, it would have closed on me
ingtead of him. Wherein Phos holy scriptures doesit say aman may not save hisown life?!

"Nowhere," the patriarch answered at once. "I never claimed that. Y et aman may not hope to escape the
iceif he takesto wife the widow of one he has dain, and by your own statements you were in some
measure a cause of Anthimos death. Thus my continued evauation of your degree of responsibility for it,
as measured againgt the strictures of canon law. When | have made my determination, | assureyou | shall
informyouimmediatdly.”

"Mogt holy s, by your own statements there can be honest doubt about this—men can decide either
way. If you find against me, | am sure | can discover another cleric to wear the patriarch's blue boots and
decidefor me. Do you understand?'

"Oh, indeed, painfully well," Gnatios said, putting awry arch to one eyebrow.

"I'm sorry to be so blunt,” Krigpos said, "But it strikes me your delays have more to do with hindering me
than with Phos sacred words. | will not St till for thet. | told you the night you crowned methat | was
going to be Emperor of dl Videssos, including the temples. If you stand in my way, | will replace you.”

"Your Mgesty, | assureyou thisdday isunintentional,” Gnatios said. He gestured once more to the
stacks of volumes on hisdesk. "For al you say, your caseis difficult and abstruse. By the good god, |
promise to have a decision within two weeks time. After you hear it, you may do with me asyou will.
Suchisthe privilege of Avtokrators." The patriarch bowed his head in resignation.

"Two weeks?' Krigpos stroked his beard as he considered. "Very wel, most holy sr. | trust you to use
themwisdy.”



"Two weeks?' Dara gave her head adecisive shake. "No, that won't do. It gives Gnatios atogether too
much time. Let him have three daysto play with his scrollsif he must, but no more than that. Tomorrow
would be better."

As he often had, Krispos wondered how Darafit so much stubbornnessinto such asmall frame. The
crown of her head barely reached his shoulder, but once she made up her mind she was more immovable
than the hugest Haloga. Now he placatingly spread hishands. "'l wasjust pleased | got him to agreeto
decide within any set limit. Andinthe end | think hell decide for us—helikes being patriarch and he
knows I'll cast him from histhroneif hetells uswe may not wed. That amount of time we can afford.”

"No," Darasad, even more firmly than before. "1 grudge him every grain of sand in the glass. If he'sgoing
to find for us, he doesn't need weeksto doit."

"But why?" Krigpos asked. "Since I've dready agreed to this, | can't change my mind without good
reason, not unless| want him preaching against mein the High Temple assoon as | leave him."

"I'll giveyou agood reason,” Darasaid: "'I'm with child.”
"You're—" Krigpos stared at her, his mouth falling open.

Then he asked the same foolish question dmost every man asks his woman when she gives him that
news "Areyou sure?’

Daraslips quirked. "I'm sure enough. Not only have my coursesfailed to come, but when | went to the
privy this morning, the stench made me lose my breekfast.”

"You'rewith child, dl right," Krispos agreed. "Wonderful!" Hetook her in hisarms, running ahand
through her thick black hair. Then he had another thought. It was not suited for the moment, but passed
hislips before he could hold it back: "Isit mine?"

Hefdt her giffen. The question, unfortunately, was neither idle nor, saveinitstiming, cruel. Darahad
been hislover, aye, but she'd aso been Anthimos Empress. And Anthimos had not been immune to the
pleasures of the flesh—far fromiit.

When at last shelooked up a him, her dark eyesweretroubled. "I think it'syours," she said dowly. "l
wish | could say | was certain, but | can't, not redlly. You'd know | waslying."

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

He watched Daras eyes narrow and her mouth thin in calculation. " Can you afford to disown achild of
mine, no matter who it lookslike in the end?' she asked.

" just asked mysdlf the same question,” he said, respect in hisvoice. Nothing was wrong with Daras
wits, and just as Gnatios liked being patriarch, she liked being Empress. She needed Krispos for that, but
he knew he aso needed her— becauise she was Anthimos widow, she helped confer legitimacy on him
by connecting him to the old imperia house. He sighed again. "No, | don't suppose| can.”

"By the good god, Krigpos, | hopeit'syours, and | think it is" Darasaid earnestly. "After al, | was
Anthimos Empressfor yearswithout quickening. | never knew him to get bastards on any of histarts,



either, and he had enough of them. | have to wonder at the strength of his seed.”

"That's0," Krigpos said. He felt relieved, but not completely. Phos hetook on faith. Hisyearsin
Videssosthe city had taught him the danger of smilar faith in anything merely human. Y et eveniif the child
was not his by blood, he could set hismark onit. "If it'saboy, well name him Phostis, for my father.”

Dara considered, nodded. "It's agood name." She touched Krispos arm. "But you do see the need for
haste, not so? The sooner we're wed, the better; others can count months aswell aswe can. A babe a
few weeks early will set no tongues wagging. Much more, though, especidly if the child isbig and
robust—"

"Aye, youreright," Krigpossaid. "I'll speak to Gnatios. If he doesn't like being hurried, too bad. It'sjust
desertsfor surprising me and making me speak unprepared when he was crowning me. By the good god,
| know he was hoping I'd flub.”

"Just desertsfor that piece of effrontery would be sometimein the prisons under the government office
buildings on Middle Street," Darasaid. "I've thought so ever snceyou firg told me of it."

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

"He's not your cousin, that'sfor certain,” Darasaid grimly. "Y ou ought to have your own man as
patriarch, Krispos. One who's against you can cause you endless grief.”

"l know. If Gnatios doestell meno, it'll give methe excuse | need to get rid of him. Troubleis, if | do, I'd
likely have to replace him with Pyrrhos the abbot."

"Hed beloyd," Darasad.

"So hewould.” Krigpos spoke without enthusiasm. Pyrrhos was earnest and able. He was aso pious,
fanatically so. Hewas afar better friend to Krigpos than Gnatios ever would be, and far less comfortable
to livewith.

Darasad, "Now | hope Gnatios does stand up on his hind legs againgt you, if you truly mean to dagp him
down for it."

All at once, Krisposwastired of worrying about Gnatios and what he might do. Instead he thought of the
child Darawould have—his child, hetold himsdf firmly. He stepped forward to take her in hisarms
again. She squeaked in surprise as he bent his head to kiss her, but her lipswere eager againgt his. The
kisswent on and on.

When at last they separated, Krispos said, "Shall we go to the bedchamber?”
"What, in the afternoon? We'd scanddize the servants.”

"Oh, nonsense" Krigpos said. After Anthimos antic reign, nothing save perhaps cdlibacy could
scanddize the palace servants, though he did not say so doud. "Besides, | have my reasons.”

"Nametwo," Darasaid, mischief in her voice.

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



Sheamiled. "A nicemix of the practical and the romantic. Well, why not?*

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

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

"Thank you, esteemed sir," Krigpos answered; paace eunuchs had their own honorifics, different from
those of the nohility. "Show himin."

Gnatios prostrated himsalf as he entered the chamber where Krispos had been wrestling with tax
documents. "Y our Mgesty," he murmured.

"Rise, mogt holy g, rise by al means,” Krispos said expansively. " Please be seated; make yourself
comfortable. Shall | send for wine and cakes?' He waited for Gnatios nod, then waved to Barsymesto
fetch the refreshments.

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

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

"And?' Krigpos said. If Gnatios thought this affable front would make arejection more paatable,
Krigpos thought, he was going to get arude awakening.

But the ecumenical patriarch's smile only grew broader. "I am delighted to be able to inform you, your
Maesty, that | find no canonica impedimentsto your proposed union with the Empress. Y ou may
perhaps hear gossip a the haste of the match, but that has nothing to do with its permissibility under
ecclesadticd law.”

"Redly?' Krigpossaid in glad surprise. "Well, I'm delighted to hear you say so, most holy sir." He got up
and poured more winefor the two of them with his own hands.

"I am pleased to be able to serve you with honor in this matter, your Mgesty,” Gnatios answered. He
lifted hiscup. "Y our very good hedth."

"And yours." Avtokrator and patriarch drank together. Then Krigpos said, "From what you've just told
me, | don't suppose you'd mind cel ebrating the wedding yourself.” If Gnatioswas just going aong for the
sake of going aong, Krispos thought, he ought to balk or at least hesitate.

But hereplied a once, "It would be my privilege, your Mgesty. Merely name the day. From your
urgency, | suppose you will want it to come as soon as possible.”

"Yes" Krispossad, dtill abit taken aback at this wholehearted cooperation. "Will you be able to make
everything ready in—hmm—ten days time?"

The patriarch'slipsmoved. "A couple of days after the full moon? 1 am your servant.” Heinclined his
head to the Emperor. " Splendid,” Krispos said. When he rosethistime, it was asign Gnatios audience



was done. The patriarch did not missthe signa. He bowed himsdlf out. Barsymestook charge of him and
escorted him from theimperia residence.

Krispos gave his attention back to the cadasters. He smiled alittle as he took up his stylusto scrawl a
note on awaxed tablet. That had been easier than held figured it would be, he thought with atwinge of
contempt for Gnatios. The patriarch seemed willing to pay whatever price he had to in order to keep his
pagition. A firm linewith him would get Krigpos anything he required.

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

"Don't worry, your Mgesty. We have plenty of timeyet," Mavros said.

Krigposlooked at hisfoster brother with mixed gratitude and exasperation. "Nice to hear someone say
S0, by the good god. All of Daras seamstresses are having kittens, wailing that they'll never be ableto
have her dressready on the day. And if they're having kittens, the mintmaster is having bears—big bears,
with teeth. He says| can send him to Prigtaif | like, but that till won't get me enough goldpieceswith my
face on them to usefor largess.”

"Prista, he?' Amusement danced in Mavros eyes. "Then he probably meansit." The lonely outpost on
the northern shore of the Videssian Sea housed the Empire's most incorrigible exiles. Few people went
therewillingly.

"I don't careif hemeansit," Krispos snapped. "I need to have that gold to pass out to the people. We
grabbed power too quickly the night | was crowned. Thisis my next good chance. If | don't do it now,
the city folk will think I'm mean, and I'll have no end of trouble from them."

"| daresay you'reright," Mavros said, "but doesit all have to be your gold? Aye, that would be nice, but
you hold the treasury aswell asthe mint. So long asthe coin is good, no one who getsit will care whose
faceit bears.

"Something to that," Krigpos said after amoment'sthought. " The mintmaster will be pleased. Tanilis
would be, too, to hear you; you're your mother's son after al.”

"I'll take that for acompliment,” Mavros said.

"You'd better. | meant it for one." Krispos had nothing but admiration for Mavros mother. Taniliswas
one of the wealthiest nobles of the eastern town of Opsikion, and seer and mage, aswell. Sheld foretold
Krigpos rise, helped him with money and good advice, and fostered Mavros to him. Though shewasa
decade older than Krigpos, they'd also been loversfor half ayear, until he had to return to Videssosthe
city—Mavros did not know about that. She was till the standard by which Krispos measured women,
including Dara— Daradid not know about that.

Barsymes politely tapped at the open door of the chamber where Krispos and Mavros were talking.
"Y our Mgesty, eminent Sir, your presenceis required for another rehearsal of assembling for the
wedding procession.” In matters of ceremony, the vestiarios ordered the Avtokrator about.

"WEell bewith you shortly, Barsymes," Krispos promised. Barsymeswithdrew, a couple of paces length.
He did not go away. Krigpos turned back to Mavros. "I think I'll use the wedding to declare you
Sevedtos.”

"Youwill?Me?' Mavroswasin his mid-twenties, afew years younger than Krigpos, and had amore
openly excitable temperament. Now he could not keep his surprised delight from showing. "When did



you decide to do that?"

"I've been thinking about it ever since this crown landed on my head. Y ou act as my chief minister, so
you should have thetitle that sayswhat you do. And the wedding will be agood public occason to giveit
toyou."

Mavros bowed. "One of thesedays," he said dyly, "you ought to tell your face what you're thinking, so
it'll know, too."

"Oh, go howl," Krigpos said. "Naming you Sevastos will dso make you rich, even gpart from what you
stand to inherit. It'll also set you up asmy heir if | die without one." Ashe said that, he wondered again
whether Daras child was his. He suspected—he feared—he would keep on wondering until the baby
came, and perhaps for years afterward aswell.

"| seethat, Snce you're Emperor, you don't have to listen to people anymore,” Mavros said. Redlizing he
hadn't been listening and had missed something, Krigposfet himsdf flush. With the air of someone doing
an unworthy subject agreet favor, Mavros repeated himself. "'l said that if you die without an heir, it will
likely mean you'velost acivil war, inwhich case I'll be ahead shorter mysdlf and in no greet postion to
assumethe throne.™

In his breezy way, Mavros had probably hit truth there, Krigpos thought. He said, "If you don't want the
honor, | could bestow it on lakovitzes."

They both laughed. Mavrossaid, "I'll takeit, then, just to save you from that. With his gift for getting
people furious at him, you'd lose any civil war where he was on your side, because no one el'se would
be" Then, asif afraid Krigpos might take him serioudy, he added, "Heisin the wedding party, isn't he?'

"Of courseheis" Krisposanswered. "Do you think | want the rough side of histongue for leaving him
out? He gave it to me often enough in the days when | was one of his grooms— and to you, too, I'd bet.”

"Who, me?' Mavros assumed a not atogether convincing expression of innocence.

Before Krigpos could reply, Barsymes stepped back into view. Implacably courteous, he said, "Y our
Maesty, the rehearsa will commence at any moment. Y our presence—and yours, eminent Sr—" He
turned to Mavros, "—would be appreciated.”

"Coming," Krigpos said obediently. He and Mavros followed the vestiarios down the hall.

Barsymes bustled up and down the line, clucking like ahen not sure dl her chicks were where they
belonged. Hislong face was set in doleful lines made more than commonly visible by his beardless

cheeks. "Please, excdlent drs, eminent Sirs, your Mgesty, try to remember dl weve practiced,” he
pleaded.

"If the army had its drill down aswell aswe do, Videssoswould rule the bloody world," 1akovitzes said,
rolling his eyes. The noble stroked his graying beard. "Come on, let's get this nonsense done with, shall
we?'

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

"Phos coming down from behind the sun with Skotos dl tied up in colored string wouldn't properly awe
the people of Videssosthe city,” Mavros said, "so what hope have we?'



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

The vestiarios sniffed, but eased alittle. Then he went from mother hen to drillmaster in onefdl swoop.
"We begin—now," he declared. "Forward to the plaza of Pdamas." He marched east from the imperid
residence, past lawns and gardens and groves, past the Grand Courtroom, past the Hall of the Nineteen
Couches, past the other grand buildings of the palace quarter.

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

Magic or not, when his party turned alast corner before the plaza of Palamas, he saw Daraand the
noblewomen with her round an outbuilding and come straight toward him. Once they got afew steps
closer, he dso saw therdief on her face; evidently sheld worried, too, about whether their rendezvous
would go as planned.

"You look lovely," he said as hetook her right hand with hisleft. She smiled up a him. A light breeze
played with her hair; like him, she wore no golden crown today. Her gown, though, was of dark gold silk
that complemented her olive complexion. Fine lace decorated cuffs and bodice; the gown, cinched tight
at thewast, displayed her finefigure.

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

Instead of his sword, Krisposwore alarge lesther sack on the right side of hisbelt. Hereached into it,
dug out ahandful of goldpieces, and threw them into the crowd. The cheers got louder and more frantic.
All hisgroomsmen were smilarly equipped; they aso flung largessfar and wide. So did adozen servants,
who carried even larger bags of coins.

"Thou conquerest, Krispos!" people shouted. "Many years" "The Avtokrator!" "Many sons!” "Hurrah
for the Empress Daral" "Happiness!" They aso shouted other things: "More money!" "Throw it thisway!"
"Over here!” And someoneyelled, "A joyous year to the Emperor and Empressfor each goldpiecel

gatl”
"What an ingenious combination of flattery and greed,” lakovitzes said. "I wish I'd thought of it."

Thefellow was close; Krigpos saw him waving like amadman. He pulled on aservant's deeve. "Give him
ahundred goldpieces.

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

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

The wedding party pushed out of the plaza of Palamas onto Middle Street. L ong colonnades shielded the
throngs there from the sun. More servants—these accompanied by an escort of armored



Hal ogai—brought up fresh bags of goldpieces. Krispos dug deep and threw coins asfar as he could.

As he had when vigting Gnatios, he turned north off Middle Street with his companions. Thistimethey
bypassed the patriarchd manson with its small dome of red brick for the High Temple close by. Mavros
tapped Krispos on the shoulder. "Remember the last time we saw the forecourt here so packed with

people?’

"I should hope s0," Krigpos said. That had been the day he'd taken the throne, the day Gnatios had set
the crown on his head in the doorway to the High Temple.

Darasighed. "l wish | could have been here to see you crowned.”

"Sodol," Krigpos said. They both knew that would not have looked good, though, not when hewas
replacing the man to whom she'd been wed. Even this ceremony would stir gossip in every tavern and
sawing circlein the city. But Darawas right— with achild in her belly, they could not afford to wait.

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

When he and Dara gtarted to climb the low, broad stairs, he held her hand tightly. He wanted not the
dightest risk of her faling, not when she was pregnant. The wedding party followed. Behind them,
servants flung the last handsful of gold coinsinto the crowd.

Gnatios bowed when Krispos reached the top step but did not prostrate himself. The temple was, after
al, his primary domain. Krispos returned the bow, but less deeply, to show hein fact held superior rank
even here. Gnatios said, "Allow meto lead you within, your Mgesty.” He and his acolytes turned to enter
the narthex. Thelast time Krigpos had gonein there, it wasfor Barsymesto robe him in the coronation
regdia

"A moment,” he said now, holding up ahand.
Gnatios stopped and turned back, asmdl frown on hisface. "'Is something wrong?"
"No, not at al. | just want to speak to the people before we go on.”

The ecumenicd patriarch's frown grew deeper. ™Y our doing o is not a planned part of the ceremony,
your Mgesty."

"No, eh? That didn't bother you when you asked me to speak before you would crown me." Krispos
kept histonelight, but he was sure he was glaring a Gnatios. The patriarch had tried to ruin him then, to
make him sound like abumbler in front of the people of the city, the most critica and fickle audiencein
theworld.

Now Gnatios could only bow in acquiescence. "What pleases the Avtokrator hasthe force of law," he
murmured.

Krisposlooked out to the packed forecourt and held up his hands. "People of Videssos," he called, then
agan, "People of Videssod" Little by little they gave him quiet. He waited until it had grown gtill enough
for everyoneto hear. "People of Videssos, thisisahappy day for two reasons. Not only am | to be wed
today—"



Cheers and gpplause drowned him out. He smiled and let them run their course. When they were
through, he resumed, "Not only that, but today beforeyou all | can also name my new Sevastos.”

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

"May his Highness be merciful!" the people called, asif with one voice. Krigpos blinked; he hadn't
thought there would be aspecid cry for the proclamation of a Sevastos. He was beginning to suspect
Videssan ceremonid had aspecid cry or ritua for everything.

Grinning enormoudy, Mavros waved to show himsdlf to the crowd. Krigpos nudged him. " Say
something," he whispered. "Who, me?' Mavros whispered back. At Krispos nod, the new Sevastos
waved again, thistimefor quiet. When hegot it, or at least enough of it to speak through, he said, "The
good god willing, I will do aswell in my office as our new Avtokrator doesin his. Thank you dl." Asthe
crowd cheered, Mavros lowered his voice and told Krispos, "Now it's on your shoulders, your Majesty.
If you start going astray, | have every excuseto do the samething.”

"Oh, to theice with you," Krispos said. He dipped his head to Gnatios. "Shal we get on with it?"

"Certainly, your Mgesty. By al means." Gnatios expression reminded Krispos the delay had not been
hisideain thefirg place. Without another word, he strode into the High Temple.

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

Other mosaics s&t into the celling showed those whom Skotos blandishments had seduced. The souls of
the lost stood frozen into eternd ice. Demons with outstretched black wings and mouthsfull of horrid
fangs tormented the damned in ingenious ways.

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

Krigpos paused to glance over to aspot not far from the doors. There by torchlight Barsymes had
invested him with the leggings and kilt, the tunic and cape, and the red boots that were al part of the
imperia coronation regalia. The boots had been tight; Anthimos feet turned out to be smaller than
Krigpos. Krigposwas gill wearing tight boots, though the cordwainers promised him pairs cut to his
measure any day now.

Gnatios took a couple of steps before he noticed Krispos had stopped. The patriarch turned back and
asked, "Shall we get onwithit?' He did such an exquisite job of keeping irony from hisvoicethat it was
al themoreironic for being less so.

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

The nobles rich robes, brightly dyed, shot through with gold and silver thread, and encrusted with gems



hardly less glittering than those that adorned the soft flesh and sparkled in the hair of their wives and
consorts, would irresigtibly have drawn the eye to them in any other setting in the world. Within the High
Temple, they did not dominate. They had to struggle to be noticed.

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

Indeed, the huge interior of the High Temple seemed awash with light, aswas only fitting for abuilding
dedicated to Phos. "Here," Krigpos had read in achronicle that dedlt in part with theraising of the
Temple, "theimmaterid became materid.” Had he seen the phrase in some provincid town far from the
capitd, he never would have understood it. In Videssos the city, the examplelay before him.

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

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

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

The base of the dome was pierced by dozens of windows. Sunlight streamed through them and
coruscated off the walls below; the beams seemed to separate the dome from the rest of the Temple
below. Thefirg time Krisgpos saw it, hed wondered if it redlly waslinked to the building it surmounted or
if, asfet morelikely, it floated up there by itself, suspended, perhaps, from achain that led straight up
into the heavens.

Down from the heavens, then, through the shifting sunbeams, Phos gazed upon the mere mortals who had
gathered in histemple. The Phos portrayed in the dome was no smiling youth. He was mature, bearded,
hislong face stern and somber, hiseyes ... Thefirgt time Krispos had gone into the High Templeto
worship, not long after he cameto Videssosthe city, he had amost cringed from those eyes. Large and
omniscient, they seemed to see Sraight through him.

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

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

Asit dwaysdid, tearing his eyes away from Phos face cost Krigpos adistinct effort of will. Temples
throughout the Empire of Videssos held in their central domesimages modeled on the onein the High
Temple. Krigpos had seen severd. None held afraction of the brooding majesty, the severe nohility, of
this archetype. Here the god had truly inspired those who portrayed him.



Even after Krigpos looked to the great silver dab of the dtar that stood below the center of the dome, he
felt Phos gaze pressing down on him with amost physical force. Not even sight of the patriarcha throne
of carvenivory behind the dtar, abresthtaking work of art in its own right, could bring Krispos fully back
to himsdlf, not while everyone stood in silent awe, waiting for the ceremony to proceed.

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

Krigpos repeated Phos creed along with the ecumenical patriarch. So did everyone elsein the High
Temple; beside him he heard Dara's clear soprano. His hand tightened on hers. She squeezed back. Out
of the corner of hiseye he saw her smile.

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

Gnatios waited for quiet, then said what had been in Krispos thoughts. "The eyesof dl the city areon us
today. Today we see joined in marriage the Avtokrator Krispos and the Empress Dara. May Phos bless
their union and makeit long, happy, and fruitful.”

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

Gnatios delivered atraditiona wedding sermon, touching on the virtues that helped make agood
marriage. Then the patriarch said, "Are the two of you prepared to cleave to these virtues, and to each
other, solong as you both may live?'

"Yes" Krigpos said, and then again, louder, so that people besides himsdlf and Dara could hear, "Yes."
"Yes," Daraagreed, not loudly but firmly.

Asthey spoke the words that bound them together, Mavros set awreath of roses and myrtle on Krigpos
head. One of Dara's attendants did the samefor her.

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

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

The cheers got louder and more sincere. Someone shouted bawdy advice. " Thou conquerest, Krispos!”
someone else yelled, in atone of voice atogether different from the usud solemn acclamation.

"Many heirs, Krigpos!" another wit bawled. lakovitzes came up to Krispos. The noble was short and had
to stand on tiptoe to put his mouth near Krispos ear. "Thering, you idiot," he hissed. Perhaps because he
had no interest whatever in women, he wasimmune to the joy of the marriage ceremony and cared only
that it be correctly accomplished.

Krigpos had forgotten the ring and was so relieved to be reminded of thisthat he took no notice of how
lakovitzes spoke to him; for that matter, lakovitzes relished playing the gadfly no matter whom hewas



talking to. Krispos had the ring in atiny pouch he wore on theinside of hisbelt so it would not show. He
freed the heavy gold band and dipped it onto Daras | eft index finger. She hugged him with renewed
grength.

"Before the eyes of the whole city, they arewed!" Gnatios proclaimed. "Now et the people of the city
seethe happy pair!” With the patriarch at their side, Krigpos and Darawalked down the aide by which
they had approached the altar, through the narthex, and out onto the top of the stairway. The crowd in
the forecourt cheered as they came down the steps. It was asmaller crowd now, even though the
wedding attendants had fresh, full bagsin their hands. They would not fling gold, but figs and nuts, fertility
symbolsfrom time out of mind.

Even the often dour Halogai were grinning as they formed up around the wedding party. Geirrod, thefirst
of the northerners to acknowledge Krispos as Emperor, told him, "Do not fail me, Magesty. | have big
bet on how many timestonight.”

Darasquawked in indignation. Krispos own humor was earthier, but he said, "How do you hopeto
settle that? By the good god, it's something only the Empressand | will ever know."

"Magesty, you served in the paaces before you ruled them,” Geirrod said, hisgray eyesknowing. "Was
there anything servants could not learn when they needed to?"

"Not that," Krispos said, then stopped, suddenly unsure hewasright. "At least, | hope not that.”
"Huh," wasal Geirrod said.

Giving his guardsman the last word, Krispos paraded with his new bride and their companions back the
way they had come. Even without expectations of more money, afair crowd ill lined the Sreets and
filled the plaza of Palamas; thefolk of the city loved spectacle dmost aswell aslargess.

After the plaza, the cam of the palace quarter came asareief. Most of the Halogal departed for their
barracks; only the troops assigned to guard the imperial residence accompanied the wedding party there.
Savefor Krigpos and Dara, everyone stopped at the bottom of the steps. They pelted the newlywed
couple with leftover figs and gave Krigpos more lewd advice.

He endured that with the good humor anew groom is supposed to show. When he didn't fedl like waiting
any longer, he did hisarm round Daras waist. Led by Mavros, the groomsmen and bridesmaids
whooped. Krispos stuck hisnosein the air and turned away from them, drawing Darawith him. They
whooped louder than ever.

The happy shouts of the wedding party followed Daraand him down the hal to the bedchamber. The
doorswere closed. He opened them and found that the servants had turned down the bedcovers and | eft
ajar of wine and two cups on the night table by the bed. Smiling, he closed the doors and barred them.

Daraturned her back on him. "Would you unfasten me, please? The maidservant took haf an hour
getting meinto his gown; it has enough hooks and eyd ets and what-have-you for ajail, not something
you'd wear."

"l hope | can get you out of it faster than haf an hour,” Krispos said. He did, but not asfast as he might
have; the more hooks he undid, the more attention his hands paid to the soft skin he was reveding and
the lessto the fasteners that remained.

Findly the job was done. Daraturned to him. They kissed for along time. When at last they broke apart,
sheruefully looked down at herself. "Every pearl, every gem, every metd thread on that robe of yours



has stamped itself into me," she complained.

"And what will you do about that?' he asked. A corner of her mouth quirked upward. "Let'sseeif | can
keep it from happening again." Her disrobing of him aso proceeded more dowly than it might have, but
he did not mind.

Thetwo of them hung their crowns of marriage on the bedposts for luck, then lay down together.
Krigpos caressed Daras breasts, lowered his mouth to one of them. She gtirred, but not atogether in
pleasure. "Be gentle, if you can,” shesaid. "They're sore.”

"Arethey?' Under the fine skin, he could see anew tracery of blue veins. He touched her again, as
carefully ashe could. "Another sign you're carrying achild.”

"I don't have much doubt, not anymore," she said.
"All those nuts and figs did a better job than they know," he said, straight-faced.

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

"Why not?' Daraanswered. "Pour acup for me, too, please.”

Thick and golden, the wine gurgled out of the jar. Krispos recognized the swest, heady bouquet. "Thisis
that Vaspurakaner vintage from Petronas cdlars,” he said. When Anthimos broke his ambitious uncle's
power, held confiscated all of Petronas lands, his money, his horses, and hiswines. Krispos had drunk
this one before. Heraised the cup to hislips. "Asgood as | remember it."

Dara sipped, raised an eyebrow. "Y es, that's quite fine—sweet and tart at the sametime." She drank
agan.

Krispos held his cup high. "To you, your Mgesty."

"And to you, your Mgesty," Dara answered, returning his salute with vigor—so much that afew drops
flew over the rim and splashed on the bedclothes. As she looked at the spreading stain, she started to

laugh.
"What's funny?' Krigpos said.

"l wasjust thinking that thistime no one will expect to find apot of blood on the sheet. After my first
night with Anthimos, Skombros marched in, pedled that sheet off the bed—he dmost dumped me out to
get it—then took it outside and waved it about. Everyone cheered, but it wasaritua | could have done
without. Asif | were apiece of raw meat, checked to make sure | hadn't spoiled.”

"Ah, Skombros," Krispos said. Thefat eunuch had been Anthimos vestiarios before Petronas got
Krigposthe post. An Emperor's chamberlain wasin auniquely good position to influence him, and
Petronas had wanted no one but himsalf influencing Anthimos. And so Skombros had gone from the
imperia residence to abare monastery cell; Krigpos wondered if Petronas had ever thought the same
fete could befdl him.

"I liked you better than Skombros as vestiarios," Dara said with asdelong |ook.

"I'm glad you did," Krispos answered mildly. All the same, he understood why imperia chamberlains



were most of them eunuchs, and was not sorry his own vestiarios followed that rule. Since Darahad
cheated for him, how could he be sure she would never cheat againg him?

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

He shook hishead. Doubts at the very beginning of amarriage did not bode well for contentment to
come. Hetried to put them aside. If ever ahusband had given hiswife reason to be unfaithful, he told
himsalf, Anthimos had provoked Darawith his orgies and his endless parade of paramours. Aslong ashe
treated her well himself, she should have no reason to stray.

Hetook her in hisarmsagain. "So soon?" she said, startled but not displeased. "Here, let me set my wine
down first." Shegiggled as hisweight pressed her to the bed. "1 hope your Haloga bet high."

"Sodol," Krispossaid. Then her lipssilenced him.

Krigposwoke, yawned, stretched, and rolled over onto his back. Darawas sitting up in bed beside him.
By thelook of her, she'd been awake for sometime. Krispos sat up, too. He glanced at where sunbeams
hit the far wall. "Phod" he exclamed. "What hour isit, anyway?"

"Somewhere in the fourth, I'd say—more than hafway to noon,” Daratold him. The Videssans gave
twelve hoursto the day and another twelve to the night, reckoning them from sunrise and sunset
respectively. Daragave him aquizzica look. "What do you suppose you were doing last night that left
you so tired?"

"l cantimagine,” Krispos said, only partly inirony. Hed grown up a peasant, after al, and what labor
was more exhausting than farming? Y et held risen with the sun every day. On the other hand, he/d gone
to bed with the sun, too, and he'd been up considerably later than that the night before.

Y awning again, he got up, ambled over to the bureau to put on some drawers, then opened atall
wardrobe, picked out arobe, and pulled it on over his head. Darawatched him bemusedly. He was
reaching for apair of red boots when she asked, "Have you forgotten you have avestiarios to help you
with such things?'

He paused. "Asamatter of fact, | did,” he said sheepishly. "That was foolish of me, wasn't it? But it's
aso foolish for Barsymesto help me just because I'm Avtokrator. | didn't need hishelp before.” Asif to
defy custom, he tugged on his own boots.

"It'saso foolish not to let Barsymes do hisjob, which isto serveyou,” Darasaid. "If you don't allow him
to perform his proper function, then he has none. Isthat what you want?'

"No," Krigpos admitted. But having done entirely without service most of hislife, and having givenit first
asgroom in lakovitzes and Petronas stables, then as Anthimos vestiarios, he il felt odd about
recaiving it.

Dara, awestern noble's daughter, had no such quams. She reached for agreen cord that hung by her
sde of the bed and pulled down oniit. A couple of rooms away, abell tinkled. Moments later, a

mai dservant tried to open the doorsto the imperia bedchambers. "They're still locked, your Mgesties,”
shesad.

Krigposwalked over and lifted the bar. "Comein, Vering" he said.



"Thank you, your Mgesty.” The serving maid stared at him in surprise and no littleindignation. Y ou're
dressed!" she blurted. "What are you doing being dressed?”

He did not turn around to see the I-told-you-so look in Dards eyes, but he was sure it wasthere. "'I'm
sorry, Vering" hesaid mildly. "I won't let it happen again." A scarlet bellpull dangled next to his side of
the bed. He pulled it. Thisbell was easier to hear—the vestiarios chamber, the chamber that had until
recently been his, was next door to the bedchamber.

Barsymes long pale face grew longer when he saw Krispos. "Your Mgesty,” he said, making thetitle
into one of reproach. "I'm sorry," Krigpos said again; though he ruled the Empire of Videssos, he
wondered if hewastruly master of the palaces.

"Evenif | did dressmysdlf, I'm sure I'm no cook. Will you beless angry a me after you escort meto
breskfast?'

The vestiarios mouth twitched. It could have been asmile. "Possble atrifle, your Mgesty. If you'll come
withme?'

Krispos followed Barsymes out of the bedchamber. "I'll join you soon," Darasaid. She was standing
nudein front of her wardrobe, chattering with Verina about which gown she should wear today.
Barsymes eyes never went her way. Not dl eunuchs wereimmune from desire, even if they lacked the
capacity to satisfy it. Krispos wondered whether the vestiarios felt no tirring or was just adiscreetly
excdlent servant. He knew he could never ask.

Barsymesfussed over seating him in asmal dining room. "And how would you care to bresk your fast
thisday, your Mgesty?'

"A big hot bowl of porridge, achunk of bread and some honey, and a couple of rashers of bacon would
do mevery wdl," Krispos said. That was the sort of hearty breakfast hed had back in hishome village
when times were good. Times hadn't been good often enough. Sometimes breakfast had been asmall
bowl of porridge, sometimes nothing &t all.

"Asyou wish, your Mgesty," Barsymes said tonelesdy, "though Phestos may be disappointed at having
nothing more elaborate to prepare.”

"Ah," Krigpos said. Anthimos had gloried in the exatic; held thought his own more mundane tastes would
be ardlief to everyone. But if Phestos wanted achalenge ... "Tel him to make the goat seethed in
fermented fish sauce and leekstonight, then.”

Barsymes nodded. "A good choice.

Daracamein, asked for astewed muskmelon. The vestiarios went to take her request and Krispos to
the cook. With awry smile, she patted her belly. "1 just hopeit stays down. The past couple of days, I've
hardly wanted to look at food."

"You haveto eat,” Krispos said.
"I know it full well. My sscomach's the one that's not convinced.”

Before long, Barsymes brought in the food. Krigpos happily dug in and finished his own breskfast while
Darapicked at her melon. When Barsymes saw Krispos was done, he whisked away his dishes and set
infront of him aslver tray full of scralls. "The morning's correspondence, your Majesty.”

"All right,” Krigpos said without enthusasm. Anthimas, he knew, would have pitched afit at theidea of



handling business before noon—or after noon, for that matter. But Krispos had impressed on his servants
that he intended to be aworking Avtokrator. Thiswas hisreward for their taking him at hisword. He
pawed through the proposals, petitions, and reports, hoping to begin with something moderately
interesting. When hefound aletter till sealed, his eyebrows rose. How had the secretaries who scribbled
away in the wingsthat flanked the Grand Courtroom let it dip past them unopened? Then heexclamedin
pleasure.

Daragave him acuriouslook. "Y ou don't usualy sound so gleeful when you go over those parchments.”

"It'saletter from Tanilis," he said. Then he remembered that, for avariety of reasons, held told Daralittle
about Tanilis, s0 he added, " She's Mavros mother, you know. She and Mavros were both kind to me
when | went there with lakovitzes afew years ago; I'm glad to hear from her."

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

He began to read doud. " 'Thelady Tanilisto his Imperid Maesty Krispos, Avtokrator of the
Videssans: My deepest congratulations on your accession to the throne and on your marriage to the
Empress Dara. May your reign be long and prosperous.” " Then his glance happened to stray to the date
above the salutation. "By the good god," he said softly, and sketched Phos sun-circle above his heart.
"What isit?' Daraasked.

He passed her the letter. "See for yoursdlf.” He pointed to the date.

For amoment, it meant nothing to her. He watched her eyes widen. She made the sun-sign, too. "That's
the day before you took the throne," she whispered.

"Soitis" hesad, nodding. "Tanilis—seesthings. When | wasin Opsikion, sheforesaw that | might
become Emperor. By then | was lakovitzes spatharios—hisaide. A couple of years before, I'd been a
farmer [aboring inthe field. | thought I'd dready risen ashigh as| could." Some days he could till be
surprised he was Avtokrator. Thiswas one of them. He reached across the table and took Dara's hand.
A brief squeeze reminded him thiswas no dream.

She gave the letter back to him. "Read it out loud, if you don't mind."

"Of course." Hefound his place and resumed. " ‘May your reign be long and prosperous. My gratitude
for your naming Mavros Sevastos—' " He broke off again.

"If she knew the rest, no reason she wouldn't know that," Dara pointed out.

"l suppose not. Here, I'll go on:'... for your naming Mavros Sevastos. | am sure he will serveyou to the
best of hisability. Onefavor | would beg of you in regard to my son. Should he ever desireto lead
troops againgt the northern barbarians, | pray that you tell him no. While he may win glory and acclamin
that pursuit, | fear he will not have the enjoyment of them. Farewdll, and may Phos blessyou dways." "

Krigpos set down the parchment. 1 don't know that Mavros ever would want to go out on campaign,
but if he does, teling him no won't be easy." He made atroubled sound with tongue and teeth.

"Not even after this?' Darasfinger found the rdlevant passagein the letter. " Surely he knows his mother's
powers. Would herisk defying them?'

"I've known Mavros agood many years now," Krigpos said. "All | can say isthat hell do as he pleases,



no matter who or what gets defied in the doing. Thelord with the great and good mind willing, the maiter
won't ever come up. Tanilisdidn't say it was certain.”

"That'strue," Daraagreed.

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

One of the paace eunuchs stuck his head into the dining chamber. "What isit, Tyrovitzes?" Krigpos
asked.

"The abbot Pyrrhosis outsde the residence, your Mgesty," Tyrovitzes said, puffing alittle—he was as
fat as Barsymeswas lean. "He wants to speak with you, a once, and will not speak with anyone else.
For your earsdone, heinggts."

"Does he?' Krigpos frowned. He found Pyrrhos narrow piety harsh and oppressive, but the abbot was
no onesfooal, "Very wdl, fetcch himin. I'll hear him."

Tyrovitzes bowed as deeply as hisrotund frame would permit, then hurried away. He soon returned with
Pyrrhos. The abbot bowed low to Dara, then prostrated himself before Krigpos. He did not seek torise,
but stayed on hisbelly. "I abase mysdf before you, your Mgesty. Thefault ismine, and let my head
answer for itif that be your will."

"What fault?' Krispos said tetily. "Holy sir, will you please get up and talk sense?”

Pyrrhos rose. Though a graybeard, he was limber as ayouth, akinder reward of the asceticism that dso
thinned hisface to amost skeletd leanness and left his eyes dark burning coals. "Asl| told your Magesty,
thefaultismine," he said. "Through some error, whether accidentd or otherwise | am investigating, the
count of the monksin the monastery dedicated to the memory of the holy Skirios may have been
inaccurate last night. It was surely one too low this morning. We do indeed have arunaway monk.”

"And who might thisrunaway be?" Krigposinquired, though he was sickly certain he knew the answer
without having to ask. No trivia disappearance would make the abbot hotfoot it to the imperid resdence
with the news.

Pyrrhos saw his certainty and gave agrim nod. "Aye, your Mgesty, it is as you fear—Petronas has

Trying to meet bad news with equanimity, Krispos said, "1 don't think he's going to be very pleased with
me"

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



Darasaid hitterly, "While dl the eyes of the city were on us yesterday, Petronas took the chance to get

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

"No one better, your Mgesty," Pyrrhos said, following Krigpos line of thought. His sharp-curved nose,
fierce eyes, and shaven head made him resemble a bird of prey.

"Tyrovitzes" Krigpos shouted. When the fat eunuch regppeared, Krigpostold him, "Take a squad of
Halogai and fetch Gnatios here at once, no matter what he'sdoing.”

"Your Mgesty?' Tyrovitzessaid. At Krigpos answering glare, he gulped and said, "Y es, your Mgesty.”

Tyrovitzes had hardly left before Krispos shouted, "Longinos!™ As soon asthat eunuch responded,
Krispos sad, "Go to Captain Thvari. Take dl the Halogai save enough to guard me here, take whatever
other troops are in the city, and start a search. Maybe Petronas has gone to ground inside thewalls.”

"Petronas?’ Longinos sad, Saring.

"Yes; he'sescaped, curse him," Krispos answered impatiently. The chamberlain Started to go. Then
Krispos had an afterthought. "If Thvari does use our own troops aong with the northerners, have him
make sure he puts more Halogai than Videssiansin each party. | know hismen areloyd."

"Asyou say, your Mgjesty.” Longionos bowed deeply and departed.

He was scarcely gone when Krigposyelled, "Barsymes!” The vestiarios might have been waiting right
outsde; he camein dmost a once. "Go to the house of Trokoundos the wizard and bring him here, if you
please”

"Certainly, your Mgesty. | suppose you'll want him to interrogate Gnatios," Barsymes said calmly. At
Krispos expression of surprise, he went on, "Y ou have not kept your voice down, you know, your

Majesty.”

Krigpos thought about that. "No, | suppose | haven't. Go get me Trokoundos now, if you please. If
Gnatios did have ahand in Petronas escape—" He pounded a clenched fist down on the tabletop. "If
that's s0, welll have anew ecumenica patriarch before the day is out.”

"Y our pardon, Maesty, but perhaps not so quickly asthat,” Pyrrhos said. Y ou may of course remove a
prelate as you wish, but the naming of his successor liesin the hands of a synod of clerics, to whom you
submit alist of three candidatesfor their forma selection.”

"Y ou understand that al that rigmarole would just delay your own choice," Krigpos sad.

Pyrrhos bowed. "Y our Mgesty isgracious. All the same, however, observances must befulfilled to
ensure thevalidity of any patriarcha enthronement.”

"If Gnatios helped Petronas get away, he deserves worse than being deposed,” Darasaid. "Sometime
with the torturers might be afit answer for histreason.”

"Well worry about that later,” Krispos said. With peasant patience, he settled down to see whether



Gnatios or Trokoundos would be brought to the imperia residence first. When Pyrrhos began to look
restive, he sent him back to his monastery. Sitting quietly, he kept on waiting.

"How can you be so easy about this?' demanded Dara, who was pacing back and forth.
"Nothing would changeif | fussed," he said. Dara snorted and kept pacing.

Rather to Krispos surprise, Tyrovitzes party fetched back Gnatios before Barsymes arrived with
Trokoundos. "Y our Mg esty, what isthe meaning of this?' the patriarch said indignantly after the eunuch
chamberlain escorted him into Krigpos presence. "'l find it humiliating to be seized in the Street like some
low footpad and fetched here with no more consideration for my fedings than such acrimina would
recave.”

"Where's Petronas, Gnatios?' Krigpos asked in avoicelikeiron.

"Why, in the monastery sacred to the holy Skirios." Gnatios eyebrowsrose. "Or are you telling me heis
not? If you are, | have no ideawhereheis.”

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

"Your Magesty, | can seethat you might." Gnatios smiled hismost engaging smile. "But after dl, your
Majesty, you know where | was yesterday. | could hardly have helped Petronas escape at the sametime
as | was performing the wedding ceremony for you and your new Empress.” He smiled again, thistime at
Dara. She stared stonily back. His smile faded.

"No, but you could have planned and arranged arescue," Krispos said. "Will you take oath on your fear
of Skotos icethat you had no part of any sort in Petronas getting out of the monastery?"

"Your Mgesty, | will swear any oath you wish,” Gnatios answered at once.

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

"Your Mgesty," Trokoundos said. The mage started a proskynesis, but Krispos waved for him not to
bother. "How may | serveyou, your Mgesty?" he asked, straightening. His voice was deegp and rich, the
voice to be expected of aman ahead taler and twice as wide through the shoulders.

"Mogt holy g, | will require no oath of you at al," Krigpos said to Gnatios. Y ou might throw away your
soul for the sake of advantage in thisworld, and that would be very sad. Instead, | will ask you the same
guestions you have aready heard, but with thiswizard standing by to make sure you spesk the truth.”

"I will need alittle whileto ready mysdlf, your Mgesty," Trokoundos said. "'l have here some of the
things | may use, if your vestiarios spoke accurately about your requirements.” He began taking mirrors,
candles, and stoppered glass viads of various sizes and colors out of the carpetbag.

Gnatios watched him prepare with indignation but no visblefear. ™Y our Mgesty, | will even submit to
thisoutrage, but I must inform you that | protest it," he said. " Surely you cannot imagine that | would
violate my oath.”

"l can," Darasaid.



Krigpostook adifferent line. "I can imagine many things, most holy sr,” hetold the patriarch. I can even
imagine giving you over to the torturersto find out what | must know. A mage, | think, will hurt your
body and your prideless, but | can go the other way if you'd rather."

"Asyou will, your Mgesty," Gnatios said, so boldly that Krisposwondered if he was indeed innocent.
The patriarch added, "My thanks for showing consideration for me, at least to the extent you have.”

"Just stay right there, if you would, most holy sir,” Trokoundos said. Gnatios nodded regaly as the mage
set up amirror on ajointed stand afew feet in front of him. Between mirror and patriarch, Trokoundos it
acandle. He opened acouple of hisviasand shook powder from them onto the flame, which changed
color and sent up alarge cloud of surprisingly sweet-smelling smoke.

Muittering to himsalf, Trokoundos set up another mirror afew feet behind Gnatios and dightly to one sde:
this one faced the one he'd set up before. He fussily adjusted the two squares of polished silver until
Gnatios face, reflected from thefirgt, was visible in the second. Then helit another candle between the
second mirror and Gnatios back. He sprinkled different powders over this flame, whose smoke proved
as noxious as the other's had been pleasant.

Coughing alittle, the mage said, "Go ahead, your Mgesty; ask what you will."

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

He watched Gnatios lips shape theword "No" but did not hear him spesk it. At the sametime, the
patriarch's second reflection, the onein the mirror behind him, loudly and clearly said, "Yes."

Gnatiosjerked asif stung. Krispos asked, "How did you do it?"

He thought the patriarch tried to say "I had nothing to do with it." The reflection answered for him: "1 sent
inamonk who rather resembled him to take his place while hewas at solitary prayer and to stay into the
evening. Then, last night, | sent a priest who asked for the substituted monk by his proper name and
brought him out of the monastery once more."

"What isthe name of thismonk?" Krispos demanded.
Thistime Gnatios stood mute. His reflection answered for him nonetheless. "Harmosounos.™
Krispos nodded to Trokoundos. "Thisisan excdlent magic." The wizard's heavy-lidded eyeslit up.

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

"] do not know," he answered, out of his own mouth.

"A moment, your Mgesty," Trokoundos said sharply. He fiddled with the mirrors again. "He sought to
move enough to shift hisimage from the second mirror.”

"Don't play such games again, most holy sir. | promise you would regret it," Krigpostold Gnatios. "Now
| will ask once more, where did Petronas plan to go?"

"l do not know," Gnatios repested. Thistime, strangely, Krispos heard the words both straight from him
and from the mirror at his back. He glanced toward Trokoundos.

"He speaksthe truth, your Mgesty,” the wizard said.



"l was afraid that was what that meant,” Krigpos said. "L et'stry something else, then. Answer methis,
most holy sir: you being kinsman to Petronas, where would you go in his boots?!

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

"Y ou expect him to do that, en?' Krispos said.

The answer to that question was so obvious, Krigpos did not expect Gnatios to bother giving it aloud.
And, indeed, the patriarch stayed silent. But under Trokoundos spell, his second image spoke for him.

"Don't you expect it, your Mgesty?'

Krigpos chucklewasdry. "Well, yes, asamatter of fact." He turned to Trokoundos. "I'm in your debt
oncemore, it seems.”

Trokoundos waved that away. "I'm happy to do what | can for you, your Mgesty. Y our warning saved
me from Anthimos wrath a couple of yearsago.”

"And your wizardry let melive through the enchantment with which Petronas would have killed me
otherwise," Krigpos said. "Don't be shy when you name your fee for today."

"Y our Mg esty, people have accused me of many things, but never of being shy about my fees"
Trokoundos said.

Whether anxious over hisfate or smply resentful at being forgotten for me moment, Gnatios burst o,
"What will you do with me, your Mgesty?'

"A good question,” Krigpos said musingly. "If helping to set up arival Emperor isn't treason, what is?
Shal | put your head on the Milestone as awarning to others, Gnatios?

"I'd rather you didn't," the patriarch answered, coolly enough to win Krigpos reluctant admiration.

"I think you should, Krispos," Darasaid. Gnatios winced as she went on, "What does atraitor deserve
but the axe? What would Petronas do to you, and to me, and to our child, if—Phos prevent it—he begt
you?'

Gnatios missed very little. Though he could not have known of Daras pregnancy before she mentioned it,
he used it a once, saying, "Y our Mgesty, would you day the man who performed your marriage
ceremony and SO made your heir legitimate?*

"Why not," Darashot back, "when part of the reason you married uswas to draw attention away from
the holy Skirios monastery so you could |oose Petronas against us?' The patriarch winced again.

"I don't think I'll kill you now," Krispos said. Gnatios |ooked delighted, Dara disappointed. Krispos went
on, "l do cast you down from the patriarcha throne. In your place | intend to propose the name of the
abbot Pyrrhos."

Gnatioswinced athird time. "I'd dmost rather you killed me, if afterwards you named in my place
someone not afanatic.”

"l can trust the clerics of hisfaction. If | thought | could trust one from yours, I'd take you up on that."
"l did say 'dmogt,’ your Mgesty,” the patriarch reminded him quickly.



"So you did. Heréswhat | will do. Till the synod names Pyrrhos, | will send you to the monastery of the
holy Skirios. There you will be under his hand as abbot. That should be enough to keep you out of
mischief for thetime being.” Krigpos watched Gnatios open his mouth to speak. "Think twiceif you are
about to say again that you'd rather be dead, most holy sir—no, holy sir, for you are but amonk now. |
just may obligeyou."

Gnaiosglared a him but said nothing.

Krigpos turned to Tyrovitzes. "Y ou heard what | ordered?' The eunuch nodded. "Good. Take this monk
to the monastery, then, and tell the abbot heis not to leave no matter what happens. Take the Halogai
with you as you go, too, to make sure the man doesn't get stolen on the way."

"Asyou say, your Mgesty." Tyrovitzes nodded to Gnatios. "If you will comewith me, holy sr?' Unlike
Krispos, Tyrovitzes adjusted to changing honorificswithout having to think twice. Still in his patriarch
robe, Gnatios followed the chamberlain awvay.

"l wishyoud dain him," Darasad.

"He may gill have some usedive," Krispossaid. "Besides, | don't think helll be going anywhere, not
now. He and Pyrrhos have despised each other for years. Now that he'sin Pyrrhos clutches, helll be
locked up tighter and watched better than if he wasin prison—and fed worse, too, I'd wager."

Hedghed. "All thiswould be much eesier if | redly beieved the soldierswould turn up Petronas il
ingdethecity. If they don't—" Krigpos stood thinking for awhile, trying to work out what he would have
to do to hunt down Petronasloose in the countryside.

"| fear they won't," Darasaid.

"Sodol," Krigpostold her. Petronas was both clever and nervy. The only flaw Krispos had ever noted
in him was a streak of vanity; because he could do so much, he thought he could do anything. Sometime
in the monastery might even have cured him of that, Krigpos reflected gloomily.

"Y ou should proclaim him outlaw," Darasaid. "A price on his head will makefolk morelikely to betray
himtoyou."

"Aye, I'll dothat,” Krispossaid. "I'll aso send atroop of cavary out to the estates that used to be his.
Though Anthimostook them over, | expect most of the men on them will sill be people Petronas chose,
and they may 4ill beloyd to him."

"Be careful of the officer you choose to command that troop," Darawarned. "Y ou won't want anyone
who served under him.”

"You'reright,” Krigpos said. But Petronas had headed the imperia army while his nephew frittered avay
the days. That meant every Videssan officer had served under him, at least indirectly. The commanders
in the city had sworn oaths of loyalty to Krispos. Thosein the field were sending in written pledges; a
couple arrived every day. How much would such pledges mean, when measured against years of
alegiance to alongtime leader? Krigpos was convinced oaths and pledgeswere only asreliable asthe
men who gave them. He wished held had time to learn more about his officers before facing a challenge
likethis

Asistheway of such things, wishing failed to furnish him the time he needed. He sighed again. "I'll pick
ascaefully asl can.”



Days passed. The search of the city failed to yield any trace of Petronas. At Krispos order, scribes
caloused their fingers writing scores of copies of a proclamation that branded Petronas outlaw, rebd,
and renegade monk. They posted them in the plaza of Palamas, in the lesser square called the forum of
the Ox, in the forecourts to the High Temple, and at each of the gatesin Videssosthe city'swalls. Before
long, dozens of people claimed to have seen Petronas. So far as Krigpos could tell, no one redly had.

Imperid couriers galloped east and west from the city with more copies of the proclamation. A cavalry
troop a so galloped west. Other couriers took ship to carry word of Petronas escape to coastal towns
more quickly than horses could reach them.

Despite the worry that gnawed at him, Krispos carried on with the routine business of the Empire,
Indeed, he threw himsdlf into it; the busier he was, the less chance he had to notice Petronas was il
free.

He also wasted no time in organizing the synod that would ratify his choice of Pyrrhosto succeed Gnatios
asecumencia patriarch. That was connected to Petronas disappearance, but gave Krispos satisfaction
nonetheless; on Gnatios, at least, he could take proper vengeance.

Y et even the synod proved more complicated than held expected. As custom required, he summoned to
it abbots and high-ranking priests from the capital, as well asthe prelates of the larger suburbs on both
sdes of the Cattle-Crossing, the strait that separated Videssos the city from its western provinces.
Having summoned them, he assumed the rest of the process would be aformality. After dl, as
Avtokrator he headed the ecclesiastical hierarchy no lessthan he did the state.

But many of the prelateswho gathered at his command in the chapel in the palace quarter owed their
own gppointments to Gnatios, were of his moderate theologica bent, and did not take kindly to choosing
the head of the more zedlous faction to replace him.

"May it please your Magesty," said Savianos, prelate of the western suburb known smply as Across
becauseit lay directly opposite Videssosthe city, "but the abbot Pyrrhos, holy though heis, isaso aman
of harsh and severe temper, perhaps not idedlly suited to administering al aspects of ecclesiastica
affairs." By theway Savianos bushy eyebrows twitched, he would have said agood deal more than that
had he dared. Taking to hisfellow clerics, he probably had said agood deal more than that.

Krispossaid politely, "I have, after al, submitted three namesto this holy synod.” He and dl the clerics
knew he'd done so only because the law required it of him. Moreover, held taken no chances with his
other two candidates.

Savianos understood that, too. "Oh, aye, your Mg esty, Traianos and Rhepordenes are very pious,” he
said. Now his eyebrows legpt instead of twitching. The two clerics, one the prelate of the provincia town
of Devdtos, the other an abbot in the semidesert far southwest, were fanatical enough to make even
Pyrrhos seem mild by comparison.

"Never having known discipline, the holy Savianos may fear it more than iswarranted,” observed apriest
named Lournes, one of Pyrrhos backers. "The experience, though nove, should prove sd utary.”

"Totheicewith you," Savianos sngpped.

"Y ou are the onewho will know theice," Lournesretorted. The clerics on either side yelled and shook
their fists at those on the other. Krigpos had seen little of prelatestill now, savein purely ceremonid roles.
Away from such ceremony, he discovered, they seemed men like any others, if louder than most.

Helistened for alittle while, then dammed theflat of his hand down on thetablein front of him. Into



sudden quiet he said, "Holy sirs, | didn't think 1'd need the Halogai to keep you from one another's
throats." The hierarchslooked briefly shamefaced. He went on. "'If you reckon the holy Pyrrhos a heretic
or an enemy of thefaith, do your duty, vote him down, and give the blue boots to one of the other men
I've offered you. If not, make that plain with your vote, aswell."

"May it please your Mgesty," Savianos said, "my questions about the holy Pyrrhos do not pertain to his
orthodoxy; though I love him not, | will confessheis most perfectly orthodox. | only fear that he will not
recognize as orthodox anyone who failsto share hisbdiefsto the last jot and tittle.”

"That isasit should be," said Visandos, an abbot who supported Pyrrhos. " The truth being by definition
unique, any deviation from it is unacceptable.

Savianos shot back, "The principle of theologica economy grants|atitude of opinion onissuesnot relaing
directly to the destination of one's soul, asyou know perfectly well."

"No issueisunrelated to the destination of one's soul,” Visandos said. The ecclesiastics sarted yelling
louder than ever. Krispos whacked the table again. Silence came more dowly thistime, but he eventudly
won it. He said, "Holy sSirs, you have more wisdom than | in these matters, but | did not summon you
here to discuss them. Gnatios has shown himsdlf atraitor to me. | need apatriarch | can rely on. Will you
givehimto me?'

Since even Savianos had admitted Pyrrhos was orthodox, the result of the synod was aforegone
conclusion. And since no cleric cared to risk the Avtokrator's wrath, the vote for Pyrrhoswas
unanimous. The priests and abbots began arguing adl over again, though, asthey filed out of the chapel.

As Savianosrose to depart, hetold Krispos, "Magesty, | pray that you dwaysrecall we did thisonly at
your bidding."

"Why? Do you think | will regret it?" Krigpos said. Savianos did not reply, but his eyebrows were
eloquent. In spite of the prelate's forebodings, Krispos remained convinced he had done agood day's
work. But his satisfaction lasted only until he finished the walk from the chapel to the imperid residence.
There hefound an imperia courier waiting for him. The man's face was drawn with fatigue and pain; a
bloodstained bandage wrapped his|eft shoulder.

Looking at him, Krispos wondered where disaster had struck now. The last time a courier had waited for
him likethis, it was with word that Harvas Black-Robe's savage followers had destroyed the village
where held grown up and that his sister, brother-in-law, and two nieces were gone forever. Did thisman
bring more bad news from the north, or had things gone wrong in the west?

"You'd best tell me" Krispos said quietly.

The courier saluted like asoldier, setting his clenched right fist over hisheart. "Aye, your Mgesty. The
troops you sent to Petronas estates—well, gir, they found him there. And their captain and most of the
men ..."He paused, shook his head, and went on as he had to: "They went over to him, gr. A few fled
that night. | heard what happened from one of those. We were being pursued; we separated to try to
make sure one of us got to you with the news. | seeI'mthefirg, gr. I'm sorry.”

Krigposdid his best to straighten hisface; he hadn't redlized heéld let his dismay show. "Thank you for
gtaying loyd and bringing it to me..." He paused to let the courier give hisname.

"I'm called Themigtios, your Mgesty,” thefellow said, saluting again.

"I'm inyour debt, Themigtios. First find yoursdf ahealer-priest and have that shoulder seento.” Krispos



pulled athree-leafed tablet from the pouch on his belt. He used a stylus to write an order. Then he drew
out theimperia sunburst seal and pushed it into the wax below what he had written. He closed the tabl et,
handing it to Themigtios. "Take thisto the treasury. They'll give you apound of gold. And if anyonetries
to keep you from getting it, find out hisname and give it to me. Hewon' try twice, | promise.”

Themistios bowed. "I was afraid my head might answer for bringing you bad news, your Mgesty. | didn't
expect to be rewarded for it."

"Why not?" Krispos said. "How soon good news comes makes no difference; good news takes care of
itself. But the sooner | hear of anything bad, the longer | have to do something about it. Now go find a
heder-priest, as | told you. Y ou look asif you're about to fal over where you stand.”

Themigtios sauted once more and hurried away. One of the Halogai with Krispos asked, "Now that you
know where Petronasis, Mgesty, and now you have longer to do something about it, what will you do?’

Krispos had always admired the big, fair-haired barbarians most un-Videssan way of coming straight to
the point. He did hisbest to match it. "I aim to go out and fight him, Vagn."

Vagn and the rest of the guardsmen shouted gpprovd, raising their axes high. Vagn said, "Whileyou
were ill vestiarios, Mgesty, | told you you thought like aHaoga. | am glad to see you do not change
now that you are Avtokrator."

The other northernersloudly agreed. Forgetting Krispos imperid dignity, they pounded him on the back
and boasted of how they would hack their way through whatever puny forces Petronas managed to
gather, and how they would chop the rebd himself into pieces smal enough for dogsto eat. "Small
enough for baby dogs,”" Vagn declared grandly. "For puppies straight from bitches teats."

For aslong as he listened to them, Krispos grinned and, buoyed by their ferocity, amost believed
disposing of Petronas would be as easy asthey thought. But his smile was gone by the time he got to the
top of the sairsthat led into the imperial resdence.

Barsymes stood behind Krispos back, fumbling with unfamiliar catches. "There," hesaid at last. Y ou
look most martiad, your Mgesty.”

"I do, don't I”?" Krispos sounded surprised, even to himself. His shoulders tightened to bear the weight of
the mail shirt the vestiarios had just finished fastening. He suspected held ache by the time he took it off.
He had fought before, against Kubrati raiders, but he'd never worn armor.

And such armor! Hiswas no ordinary mail shirt. Evenin the paelight that sifted through the alabaster
caling pandsof theimperia resdence, its gilding made it gleam and sparkle. When the Avtokrator of the
Videssians went on campaign with histroops, no one could doubt for an instant who wasin command.

He sat hisconical hdmet on hishead, fiddled with it until it fit comfortably over hisears. The helmet was
gilded, too, with areal gold circlet soldered around it at about the level of the top of hisforehead. His
scabbard and sword belt were dso gilded, as was the hilt of the sword. About the only things he had that
were not gilded were the sword's blade, his red boots, and the stout spear in hisright hand. Hed carried
that spear with him when he walked from his native village to Videssos the city. Along with alucky
goldpiece he wore on achain round his neck, it was al he had | eft of the place where hed grown up.

Darathrew her arms around him. Through the mail and the padding benegth it, he could not feel her
body. He hugged her, too, gently, so as hot to hurt her. "Come back soon and safe," she said—the same



wish women aways send with their men who rideto war.

"I'll come back soon enough,” he answered. "I'll have to. With summer dmost gone, the fighting season
won't last much longer. | only hope I'll be able to beat Petronas before the rains come and turn the roads
toglue”

"l wishyouwerent going a al,” Darasaid.

"Sodol." Krigpos <till had apeasant farmer's distaste for soldiering and the destruction it brought. "But
the soldierswill perform better under my eye than they would otherwise." Better than they would under
some general who might decide to turn his coat, Krigpos meant. The officers of the regiment he would
lead out were dl of them young and ambitious, men who would rise faster under ayoung Emperor
weeding rebels from the army than they could hopeto if an old soldier with old cronies wore the crown.
Krigpos hoped that would keep them loya . He avoided thinking about hislikely fateif it didn't.

Dara understood that, too. "The good god keep you."

"May that prayer fly from your mouth to Phos ear.” Krispos walked down the hal toward the doorway.
As he passed one of the many imperid portraits that hung on thewals, he paused for amoment. The
long-dead Emperor Stavrakios was shown wearing much the same gear Krispos had on. Blade naked in
his hand, Stavrakios looked like asoldier; in fact, helooked like one of the veterans who had taught
Krisposwhat he knew of war. Measuring himsalf againgt that tough, ready countenance, hefdt likea
fraud.

Fraud or not, though, he had to do his best. He walked on, pausing in the doorway to let his eyes get
used to the bright sunshine outside—and to take a handkerchief from his belt pouch to wipe swesat from
hisface. In Videssos the city's humid summer heat, chain mail was agood subgtitute for abathhouse
steam room.

A company of Halogal, two hundred men strong, saluted with their axes as Krispos appeared. They
were fully armored, too, and Sweating worse than he was. He wished he could have brought the whole
regiment of northernersto the westlands with him; he knew they wereloyd. But he had to leave a
garrison he could trust in the city, or it might not be his when he returned.

A groom led Progressto the foot of the steps. The big bay gelding stood quietly as Krisposlifted hisleft
foot into the Stirrups and swung aboard. He waved to the Halogai. " To the harbor of Kontoskalion," he
caled, touching his hedlsto Progress flanks. The horse moved forward at awalk. Theimperid guards
formed up around Krigpos.

People cheered as the Emperor and hisHalogal paraded through the plaza of Palamas and onto Middle
Street. Thistime they turned south off the thoroughfare. The sound of the sea, never absent in Videssos
the city, grew steadily louder in Krispos ears. When hefirst came to the capital, he'd needed somelittle
whileto get used to the endless murmur of waves and then-dap against stone. Now he wondered how he
would adjust to true quiet once more.

Another crowd waited by the docks, gawking at the Videssian troops drawn up on foot there. Sailors
were loading their horses onto big, beamy transportsfor the trip to the west Side of the Cattle-Crossing;
every so often, asharp curse cut through the low-voiced muttering of the crowd. Off to one side, doing
then-best to ook inconspicuous, were Trokoundos and a couple of other wizards.

Along with the waiting soldiers stood the new patriarch Pyrrhos. He raised hishandsin benediction ashe
saw Krigpos gpproach. The soldiers stiffened to attention and saluted. The noise from the crowd got
louder. Because the horses did not care that the Emperor had come, the sailors coaxing them onto and



along the gangplanks did not care, ether.

TheHaogai in front of Krispos moved asideto let him ride up to the ecumenical patriarch. Leaning down
from the saddle, hetold Pyrrhos, "'I'm sorry we had to rush the ceremony of your investiture the other
day, most holy sir. What with trying to deal with Petronas and everything else, | know | didn't havetime
todoit properly.”

Pyrrhos waved aside the apology. "The synod that chose me waswel and truly made, your Mgesty," he
said, "soin the eyes of Phos | have been properly chosen. Next to that, the pomp of a ceremony matters
not at al; indeed, | am just aswell pleased not to have endured it.”

Only so thoroughgoing an ascetic as Pyrrhos could have expressed such an un-Videssian sentiment,
Krispos thought; to most imperias, ceremony was as vita as breath. Krispos said, "Will you blessme
and my warriorsnow, most holy sr?"

"| shal blessyou, and pray for your victory againgt the rebel," Pyrrhos proclaimed, loud enough for the
soldiersand city folk to hear. More softly, for Krispos ears done, he went on, "l first blessed you twenty
years ago, on the platformin Kubrat. | shdl not change my mind now."

"Y ou and lakovitzes," Krigpos said, remembering. The noble had gone north to ransom the farmersthe
Kubratoi had stolen; Pyrrhos and a Kubrati shaman were there to make sure Phos and the nomads fase
gods heard the bargain.

"Aye." The patriarch touched the head of his staff, a gilded sphere asbig asafig, to Krispos shoulder.
Raising hisvoice, he declared, "The Avtokrator of the Videssansisthe good god's vice-regent on earth.
Whoso opposes him opposes the will of Phos. Thou conquerest, Krispos!"

"Thou conquerest!" people and soldiers shouted together. Krispos waved in acknowledgment, glad
Pyrrhos was unreservedly on hisside. Of coursg, if Petronas ended up beating him, that would only
prove Phos will had been that he lose, and then Pyrrhos would serve anew master. Or if he refused, it
would be from distaste at Petronas way of life, not because Petronas had vanquished Krispos.
Determining Phos will could be asubtle art.

Krigpos did not intend that Pyrrhos would have to weigh such subtleties. He aimed to beat Petronas, not
to be beaten. He rode down the dock to the Suncircle, the ship that would carry him acrossto the
westlands. The captain, ashort, thickset man named Nikoulitzas, and his sailors came to attention and
saluted as Krigpos drew near. When he dismounted, a groom hurried forward to take charge of Progress
and lead the horse aboard.

Once on the Suncircle, Progress snorted and rolled his eyes, not much caring for the gently shifting
planks under hisfeet. Krigpos did not much carefor them, either. Hed never been on aship before. He
told his ssomach to behave itsdf; theimperid dignity would not survive hanging over therail and giving the
fish hisbreskfast. After afew moreinternal mutterings, his ssomach decided to obey.

Nikoulitzas was very tan, but years of sun and sea spray had bleached hishair dmost aslight asa
Halogas. Sduting again, he said, "We are ready to sail when you give the word, your Mgesty.”

"Then sall,” Krispos said. " Soonest begun, soonest done.”

"Aye, your Mgesty." Nikoulitzas shouted orders. The Suncircle's crew cast off lines. Along with itssall,
the ship had half adozen oars on each sidefor getting into and out of harbors. The sailorsdug in a them.
That changed the motion of the Suncircle and Progress snorted again and laid his ears back. Krispos
spoke soothingly to the horse—and to his stomach. He fed Progress a couple of dried apricots. The



horse ate them, then peered at his hands for more. Nothing was wrong with his digestion, at any rate.

The voyage over the Cattle-Crossing took less than half an hour. The Suncircle beached itsdf alittle
north of the western suburb called Across; none of Videssos the city's suburbs had docks of their own,
lest they compete with the capital for trade. The sailorstook out a section of rail and ran out the
gangplank from the Suncircle's gunwale to the sand. Leading Progress by the rein, Krisposwalked
down to the beach. His feet and the horse's hooves echoed on the planks.

The rest of the trangports went aground to either sSide of the Suncircle. Some Halogal had sailed on
Krigpos ship; those who had not hurried up to join their countrymen and form a protective ring around
him. The Videssan troops, by contrast, paid more attention to recovering their horses. The afternoon
was well dong before the regimental commander rode up to Krispos and announced, "We are ready to
advance, your Mgjesty."

"Onward, then, Sarkis," Krigpos said.

Sarkis sduted. "Aye, your Mgesty." He shouted ordersto hismen. His Videssian had adight throaty
accent; that, dong with hiswide face, thick beard, and imperious promontory of anose, said hewas
from Vaspurakan. So were agood many of histroopers—the mountain land bred fine fighting men.

A smdl grain of Vaspurakaner blood aso flowed in Krigpos veins, or so hisfather had dways said.
That was one of the reasons Krispos had chosen Sarkis regiment. Another was that the " princes'—for
S0 every Vaspurakaner reckoned himself— were hereticsin Videssian eyes and found fault, themselves,
with theimperid verdgon of Phos faith. Asoutsidersin Videssos, they, like the Haogal, had little reason
to favor an old-line noble like Petronas—or so Krispos hoped.

Scouts trotted ahead of the main line of soldiers. Still surrounded by the Halogai, Krispos rode aong
near the middle of that line. Mule-drawn baggage wagons rattled a ong behind him, followed by the
rearguard.

The Cattle-Crossing and its beach vanished as they moved west down adirt road toward Petronas
lands. From the road, Krigpos could see farms and farming villages as far as his eyes reached; the
western coastdl lowlands held perhaps the most fertile soil in dl the Empire. After awhile Krispos
dismounted, stepped into afield, and dug his hand deepsin to therich black earth. Hefdlt of it, smelled
it, tasted it, and shook his head.

"By the good god," he said, as much to himsdf asto any of his companions, "if I'd worked soil likethis,
nothing could have made me leaveit." Had the soil of hisnative village been haf thisgood, he and his
fellowsthere could easily have grown enough to meet the tax bill that forced him to seek hisfortunein the
city. On the other hand, had the soil there been better, the tax bill undoubtedly would have been worse.
Videssos tax collectorslet nothing dip through their fingers.

A few farmersand afair number of small boys stayed in the fields to gape at the soldiers and Avtokrator
asthey went by. More did what Krigpos would have done had he worn their sandas: they turned and
fled. Soldiersdid not always plunder, rape, and kill, but the danger of it wastoo greet to be taken lightly.

Asthe crimson ball of the sun neared the western horizon, the army camped in afield of clover not far
from agrove of fragrant orange trees. Cookfires drew moths, and the bats and nightjars that preyed on
them.

Krispos had ordered that he be fed the same as any soldier. He stood in linefor hard cheese, harder
bread, a cup of rough red wine, and bowl of stew made from smoked pork, garlic, and onions. The cook
who ladled out the stew |ooked nervous. "Begging your pardon, your Mgesty, but I'm afraid thisisn't so



fineaswhat you're used to.”

Krigposlaughed at him. "The gravy'sthicker than what | grew up with, by the good god, and there's
morein the kettle here, too." He spooned out a piece of pork and chewed thoughtfully. "My mother
would have thrown in some thyme, | think, if she had it. Otherwise| can't complain.”

"He'san army cook, your Mgesty," one of the Videssian cavalrymen said. ™Y ou expect him to know
what he'sdoing?' Everyone who heard jeered at the cook. Krisposfinished quickly and held out his
bow! for asecond helping. That seemed to make the lucklessfellow sweating over hispotsalittle

happier.

Three mornings later, asthe army drew near asmall town or large village called Patrodoton, one of the
scouts came riding back at agallop. He spoke briefly to Sarkis, who led him to Krispos. "Y ou'd best
hear thisyourself, your Mgesty,” the generd said.

At Krigpos nod, the scout said, A couple of the farmers up ahead warned me there's already soldiersin
that town."

"Did they?" Krigpos clicked histongue between histeeth.
"Can't expect Petronas just to it back and let usdo aswe like," Sarkis remarked.

"No, | suppose not. | wish we could." Krigpos thought for afew seconds. He asked the scout, "Did
these farmers say how many men were there?'

The scout shook his head. "' Can't be too many, though, | figure, or we'd have some ideathey were
around beforethis

"l think you'reright." Krisposturned to Sarkis. "Excellent sir, what if we take a couple of companies of
our horsemen here and ..."He spent a couple of minutes explaining what he had in mind.

But for one broken tooth in front, Sarkis smile was even and very white. His closed fist thumped against
hismail shirt over his heart as he saluted Krigpos. "Y our Mgesty, | think | just may enjoy serving under
you."

At the general's command, the panpipers blew "Halt." Sarkis chose histwo best company commanders
and gave them their orders. They grinned, too; like Sarkis and Krispos, they were young enough to enjoy
clevernessfor its own sake. Before long, their two contingents trotted down the road toward Patrodoton.
The men rode along in loose order, asif they had not acarein the world.

Therest of the army settled down to wait. After abit, Sarkis ordered them into a defensive position, with
the Halogai in the center blocking the road and the remaining Videssian cavary on ether wing. Glancing
apologeticaly over at Krispos, the generd said, "We ought to be ready in case it goeswrong.”

Krigpos nodded. "By al means." Both Tanilis and Petronas had taught him not to take successfor
granted. But he'd never led large numbers of troops before; he didn't automaticaly know theright way to
insure againgt mischance. That waswhy he had Sarkis dong. He was glad the genera had prudenceto
go with hisdash.

Waiting stretched. The soldiers drank wine, gnawed bread, sang songs, and told each other lies. Krigpos
stroked his beard and worried. Then one of the Halogal pointed southwest, in the direction of
Patrodoton. Krispos saw the dust rising over the roadway. A good many men were heading thisway.
TheHalogal raised their axesto theready. The Videssians werefirst and foremost archers. They quickly
strung their bows, set arrows to them, and made sure sabers were loose in their scabbards.



But one of Sarkis two picked company commanders, asmall, lean fellow named Zeugmeas, rode in front
of the oncoming horsemen. Hiswave wasfull of exuberance. "Weve got 'em!" he shouted. ""Come see!™

Krispos touched hisheelsto Progress flanks. The horse started forward. Thvari and several other
Halogal stepped close together to keep Krispos from advancing. "Let me through!” he said angrily.

The northerner's captain shook his head. "No, Mgesty, not by yourself, not when it could be atrap.”

"| thought you were my guards, not my jailers," Krispos said. Thvari and the others stood implacable.
Krispos sighed. In hisyounger days, he hadn't wanted to be asoldier, but if he had taken up sword and
gpear, no onewould have kept him from risking hislife. Now that he wanted to go into action, the
Halogai would not let him. He sighed again, struck by the absurdity of it, but could only yield. "Asyou
wish, gentlemen. Will you come with me?"

Thvari sduted. "Aye, Mgesty. We come."

Accompanied by asquad of Halogai—not that they'll do me much good if the bowmen shoot a
volley at me, he thought— Krispos went out to see what the companies he'd sent out had
accomplished. Thetroopers didn't seem to find that cowardly. They yelled and grinned and waved—and
laughed at the glum, disarmed ridersin their midst.

"There, you see?' Krigpostold Thvari. "It's safe enough.”

Thvari's broad shoulders went up and down in adow, deliberate shrug. "We did not know. Y our duty is
torule, Mgesty. Oursisto guard." Shamed by the reproach in the captain's voice, Krigpos had to nod.

Then Zeugmas came up. "Couldn't have worked better, your Mgesty," he said happily. "We bagged the
lot of 'em and didn't lose aman doing it. Just like you said, we rode on in cursing you for a bloody
usurper and everything else we could think of, and their |eader—that sour-faced bastard with the thick
mustaches over there; his name's Physakis—figured we'd cometo join the rebels, too. Seeing aswe had
twice his numbers, he was glad to see us. He posted us with his men and didn't take any precautions. We
just passed the word aong, made sure we got the drop on 'em dl at the same time, and—well, herewe
ae'

"Wonderful." Krigposfound himslf grinning, too. He was no professiona soldier, but his stratagem had
taken in aman who was. He pointed to Physakis. "Bring him here. Let's see what he knows."

At Zeugmas orders, a couple of troopers made the rebel officer dismount and marched him over to
Krispos. He peered up at Krispos from under lowered brows. "Y our Magesty,” he mumbled. As
Zeugmeas had said, his mustaches were luxuriant; Krispos could hardly see hislips move when he spoke.

"You didn't call me'Mgesty' before you got caught,” Krigpos said. "What shdl | do with you now?"

"Whatever you want, of course," Physakis answered. He did indeed look sour, not, Krispos judged,
from fear, but more asif his somach pained him.

"If | decide your paroleisgood, I'll send you north to serve againgt Harvas Black-Robe and his
cutthroats," Krispos said.

Physakis brightened; he must have expected to meet the axe traitors deserved. With the threat Harvas
posed, though, Krispos could not afford to rid himself of every officer who chose Petronas. ™Y ou have
mages with you, then?' Physakis asked.

"Aye." Krigpos contented himself with the bare word. Hed ddmost gone west without sorcerous aid.



Because of the passionsthet filled men in combat, battle magic was notorioudy unreliable. But Petronas
had tried before to day him with sorcery; he wanted protection close at hand if Anthimos uncletried
again. Wizards were aso ussful for such noncombat tasks as testing the sincerity of paroles and oaths.

The troopers took Physakis back to Trokoundos and his comrades. One by one, the rest of the captured
officers and underofficers of the troop followed him. The common soldiers were another matter. Krigpos
did not merdly want their pledge to fight him no more; he wanted them to take service with him.

When he put that to them, most agreed at once. So long as they had leadership and food, they cared little
asto which sdethey were on. A few, stubbornly loya to Petronas, refused. As Physakis had before
them, they waited nervoudy for Krigposto decreether fate.

"Takether horses, their mail shirts, and al their weapons but one dagger each,” hetold his own men.
"Then let them go. | don't think they'll be able to do us much harm after that.”

"L eave us our money, too, Magesty?" one of them cdled.

Krigpos shook hishead. "Y ou earned it by opposing me. But you've shown yoursalves to be honest men.
Y ou'll find the chance to make more."

While his soldiers disarmed those of Krispos men who refused to go over to him, the wizards listened to
the rest of the troopers from Patrodoton give their oaths of alegiance. When that ceremony was done,
Trokoundos approached Krigpos. A squad of Halogai followed, dong with three increasingly
unhappy-looking Videssans,

Trokoundos pointed to them, each in turn. "These three, Mgesty, sworefasdy, | am sorry to say. While
they granted you their pledges, in their heartsthey ill intended to betray you.”

"I might have guessed that would happen,” Krispos said. He turned to the Halogal. " Strip them, givethem
adozen lasheswdll laid on, and send them on their way naked. Such traitors are worse than honest foes.”

"Aye, Mgesty,"” said Narvikka, the leader of the squad. One of the Videssianstried to bolt. The Halogai
grabbed him before he could even break out of their circle. They drove tent pegsinto the ground, tied the
three captives to them facedown, and siwung the whip. The troopers shrieks punctuated its harsh, flat
cracks. When the strokes were done, the Halogai cut the men loose and |et them stagger away.

That night the wind began to blow from the northwest. It swept away the hot, humid air that had hung
over the coastd lowlands and had made travel in armor an even worse torment than usua. When
Krigpos came out of histent the next morning, he saw dirty gray clouds stacked aong the northern
horizon.

Hefrowned. Back in hisvillage, fall was on the way when those clouds started piling up over the
Parigtrian Mountains. And with fall camethefdl rainsthat turned dirt roadsto quagmires. "They'd be
ealy if they started so soon.”

Hedidn't redlize held spoken doud until Sarkis, who was emerging from the tent next to his, nodded and
answered, "Aye, so they would, Mgesty. And wouldn't we have ajolly time trying to run Petronas down
when we're al squelching through mush?”

Krigpos spat, rejecting Sarkis words as if the officer had invoked Skotos. Sarkis laughed, but they both
knew it was no joke. Krigpos said, "Well have to push harder, that'sal. The lord with the great and
good mind willing, I want to bring Petronasto bay now, while hes till on the run. I don't want him to
have the winter to get in touch with al hisold cronies and build up his strength.”



"Sensible" Sarkisnodded. "Aye, sensble, Mgesty. Come next year, you'll have Harvas Black-Robe to
worry about; you won't want to split time between Petronas and him."

"Exactly." Krigpos estimation of Sarkiswent up anotch. Not many soldiers worried about Harvas, or
about the northern frontier in general, as much as he did. Then he wondered if Sarkiswas agresing with
his concern just to curry favor. Being Avtokrator meant making an unending string of such judgments. He
hadn't expected that. He didn't carefor it, either.

Helined up for breskfast, taking athick dice of bread and a handful of salted olives. He spat out the last
olive pit from atop Progress. His soldiers drove toward Petronas estates as fast asthey could. The
suddenly milder weather helped kegp men and horses fresh, but every time Krigpos looked northward
over his shoulder he saw more clouds building up. He could not even urge the troops to better speed, not
unless he wanted to leave the Halogai in the cavary's dust. He could grumble, and he did.

Nor were his spiritslifted when an imperia courier caught up with the army from behind; that only
reminded him he could have been going faster. The rolled-up parchment the rider delivered was seded
with sky-blue wax. "From the patriarch, eh?" Krigpos said to the courier. "Did he give you the gist of it?"
People who sent messages sometimes did, to make sure that what they had to say got through even if
their written words were logt.

But the courier shook his head. "No, your Mgesty."

"All right, I'll seefor myself." Krigpos broke the sedl. Florid sautations and greetings from Pyrrhos took
up half the sheet. Krispos skipped over them, looking for mesat. At last he found it, two chunks: Gnatios
was gtill immured in the monastery, where he had begun to compile achronicle to help passthetime, and
Pyrrhos had seen fit to depose an abbot and two prelates for false doctrines and another abbot for
refusing to acknowledge his authority.

Krigpos rubbed the side of his head with his hand. He'd expected Pyrrhos to be contentious; why should
he be surprised now to have the man prove him right?

"Isthere areply, Mgesty?' the courier asked. He took out awaxed tablet and stylus.

"Yes" Krigpos paused to order histhoughts, then said, " "Avtokrator Krigposto the patriarch Pyrrhos:
Greetings. | hope you will keep peace among the priests and monks, prelates and abbots of the temples.
With arebd in thefield and an enemy on our border, we have no need for more gtrife’ That'sall. Let me
hear it, if you would."

The courier read the message back. At Krigpos nod, he closed the tablet. He carried a stick of sealing
wax. Someone not far away had atorch going; easier to bring fire along than to start it fresh every night.
The soldier fetched the torch; in amoment, melted wax dripped down onto the closed tablet. Whilethe
wax was still soft, Krispos sedled it with the imperia sunburst. The courier saluted and rode away.

Because of his complete success at Patrodoton, Krispos gained another day and ahaf to advance
unopposed. He knew he was nearing Petronas estates. He also knew that was fortunate. Rain began to
fal toward evening of thefirst day out of Patrodoton and showed no sign of letting up during the night.

At first the rain was welcome, for it kept down the choking clouds of dust the horses would otherwise
have raised. But as the next day wore on and the rain kept coming, Krisposfelt Progress begin to work
to pick up hisfeet and heard the horse's hooves pull |oose from the thickening mud with wet, sucking
sounds.

Inthefields, farmers worked like men possessed asthey battled to get in their crops before the rains



ruined them. They were even too frantic to be afraid of Krispos army. Remembering the desperation the
folk of hisvillage had felt once or twice because of early fal rains, he knew what they were going through
and wished them well.

Just after noon on the second day of therains, Krigpos and his soldiers cameto the ErizaRiver, a
fair-sze stream that ran south into the Arandos. A wooden bridge should have spanned the Eriza. In spite
of the rain, the bridge was burned. Peering across to the western bank, Krispos made out patrolling
riders.

In spite of therain, they saw him and his men, too. They shook their fists and shouted insults Krispos
could barely hear through the rain and across a hundred years of water. One cry, though, he made out
clearly: "Petronas Avtokrator!"

Rage ripped through him. "Give them avolley," he barked to Sarkis.

The generd's bushy eyebrows came together above his nose as he frowned. "With the bows we have,
therangeisn't short, and welll get our bowstrings wet when we shoot,” he said. "If they have men on this
gde of theriver, too, that could leave usin anasty spot.”

Re uctantly, Krigpos nodded. A company, then,” he said. " Just something to shut their mouths.”

"Aye, why not?" Sarkisrode down the line to the troopers Zeugmeas led. Krispos watched Zeugmas
object asthe regimental commander had, watched Sarkistak him round. The horsemen in Zeugmas
company quickly strung their bows, plucked arrows from quivers, and let fly. Sometried second shots, a
few third. Then, fast asthey'd taken them out, they put away their bowstrings to protect them from the
ran.

Onthefar sde of the Eriza, the jeers abruptly turned to cries of darm and pain. Krispos saw one man
dide from the saddle. The rest set spur to their horses and drew away from the riverbank. A couple of
Petronas troopers shot back. An arrow buried itself in the mud not far from Krispos. Another clattered
off aHalogas axe. No one on this side of the river seemed hurt.

"We can't cross here," Krispos said.

"Not unlesswewant to swim," Sarkis agreed, watching the brown waters of the Erizafoam creamily
againg the pilings of the burned bridge. The regimental commander was not downhearted. "The farmers
hereabouts will know wherethe fords are, | expect.”

"So they will," Krigpos said; he'd known al the best placesto cross the streams near hisold village. "But
we'd best not waste time finding one. Thisriver's going to start rising, and it's big enough that if it does,
we won't be able to cross anywhere."

The peasants hereabouts were stolid, serious people, atogether unlike the clever magpie men who caled
Videssosthe city home. The sight of gold in Krigpos palm quickly turned them voluble, though. "Aye,
lord, theré's agood place to ford haf aleague north of here, thereis, by the dead elm treg," afarmer
said. "And theré's another, not so good, rather more than that southward, where the Erizatakes alittle
jog, if you know what | mean."

"My thanks." Krigpos gave the peasant two goldpieces. To his embarrassment, the fellow clumsly
progtrated himsdlf in the mud. "Get up, you fool! Ten yearsago | wasjust afarmer mysdlf, working a
field not near so fine asthisone.”

The peasant scrambled to hisfeet, filthy and dripping, his eyes puzzled. "Y ou—were afarmer, lord?



How could you be afarmer? Y ou are Avtokrator!™

Krigpos gaveit up. He would only be sure of staying Avtokrator if he got across the Eriza. He turned
Progress away from the farmer. His captains, who had gathered round to hear his exchange with the
man, were already shouting orders. "North haf aleagueto adead em tree!”

They squelched dong by the river, moving more dowly than they would have when the westher was
good. Normally, alocal landmark like adead em would have been easy to find. Intherain, they amost
rode past it. Krispos urged Progressinto the river. The water rose to the horseg's belly before hewas a
quarter of the way across. "Thisisn't as easy asthat peasant madeit out to be," he said.

"Soitisn't.” Sarkis pointed acrossto the western bank of the river. Horsemen with bows and lances
waited there. More came trotting up while he and Krispos watched.

"We outnumber them," Krigpos said without conviction.

"Sowe do." Sarkis sounded unhappy, too. He pointed out what Krispos had also seen. "We can't bring
our numbersto bear, though, not by way of anarrow ford. Where numbers count, they have more than
wedo."

"They knew wherethisford was," Krispos sad, thinking aloud. "As soon as we came to the bridge, they
darted gathering here.”

Sarkis nodded mournfully. "They're probably at the other one, aswell, the one where the Erizajogs.”
"Cursethese early raing"- Krigpos snarled.

"Just have to hunt up some morefarmers,” Sarkis said. " Sooner or later welll find aford that's unguarded.
Oncewe're across, we may be ableto roll up therebelsdl aong theriver." The regimental commander
was not one to stay downcast long.

Krigpos spiritslifted more dowly. The rain that splashed againgt hisface and trickled through his beard
did nothing to improve hismood. "If the river kegpsrising, there won't be any fords, no matter what we
learn from the farmers.”

"True enough,” Sarkissaid, "but if we can't get a them for awhile, they can't get a us, ether.”

Though Krispos nodded, that thought consoled him lessthan it did Sarkis. Aswasfitting and proper, the
regimental commander thought like asoldier. As Avtokrator, Krigoos had to achieve awider vison. All
the Empire of Videssoswas his by right; any part that did not obey hiswill diminished hisrule, in an odd
way diminished him persondly.

"WEell find aford," Sarkissaid.

Finding one that Petronas men were not covering took two days and wore Krispos patience to rags. At
last, though, squad by squad, his troopers began making their way across the Eriza. Though the peasant
who'd told of the ford swore it was an easy one, the horses had to fight to move forward against the
rain-swollen siream.

The Haloga waited with Krigpos. When they crossed, they would hang onto the tails of the last cavary
company's horses, the Erizamight well have swept away a man who tried that ford afoot. They found the
fal rainsfunny. "In our country, Mgesty, rainisfor the end of spring and for summer," Vagn said. The
rest of the northerners around Krispos chorused agreement.



"No wonder so many of you come south,” he said.

"Aye, that'stheway of it, Mgesty,” Vagn said. "To aHa oga, even the weather in Kubrat would seem

Having spent severd yearsin Kubrat, Krigpos found that prospect appalling. It gave him ameasure of
how harsh lifein Halogaland had to be—and anew worry. He asked, "With Harvas Black-Robe and his
mercenaries holding Kubrat, does that mean more Halogai might come south to settle there?”

"It could, Mgesty," Vagn said after athoughtful pause. "That would bear hard on Videssos, wereit s0."

"Yes" wasdl Krigpos answered. He dready knew he could not rely on dl hisVidessan soldiers against
Petronas. When he took the field against Harvas, would he be able to trust his own Haloga guards?

Onething at atime, hetold himsdf. After he dedlt with Petronas, dmost al the rank-and-file troopersin
Videssan sarvicewould raly to him, especidly if he campaigned againgt aforeign foe.

"Your Mgesty?' someone called. "Y our Mgesty?'

"Here," Krigpos answered. The Haloga who had been about to cross the Eriza turned back and formed
up around him, weapons ready. That unthinking protective move told him more plainly than any oathsthat
these wereloyd troops.

The man who asked for Krigpos proved to be an imperia courier who sat soaked and bedraggled atop a
blowing horse. "I have adispatch from the Sevastos Mavras, your Mgesty,” he said, holding out atube
of waxed and oiled leather. "'If you like, | can give you the newsit bears. | must tell you, it isnot good.”

"Let mehear it, and | will judge,”" Krigpos said, wondering how bad it would be. It was bad enough, he
saw, to make the courier nervous. " Speak! By the good god, | know you only bring news; you don't
causeit.”

"Thank you, your Mgesty." Evenintherain, the courier licked hislips before he went on. And when he
did, the word he gave was worse than any Krispos had imagined. "Mgesty, Harvas and hisraiders have
sacked the town of Develtos.”

Krigpos noticed he was grinding histeeth. He made himsdlf stop. All the same, he felt pulled apart. How
was he supposed to dedl with Petronas if Harvas Black-Robe invaded the Empire? And how could he
ded with Harvasif Petronas clung to hisrevolt?

"Mgesty?' the courier said when he was sometime silent. "What isyour will, Mg esty?"

A good question, Krisposthought. He laughed harshly. "My will isthat Harvas go to Skotos ice, and
Petronas with him. Neither of them seems asinterested in my will asyou do, though, worse luck for me."

Taking the liberty the courier dared not, Sarkis asked, "What will you do, Mgesty?'

Krispos pondered that while the rain muttered down all around. Not the least part of his pondering was
Sarkishimsdlf. If he left the regimental commander here by the Erizaadone, would he stay loya or desert



to Petronas? If he did go over, dl the westlands save perhaps the suburbs across from Videssos the city
would belogt. But if Krigpos gave his attention solely to overthrowing Petronas, how much of the Empire
would Harvas ravage while he was doing it?

Heredlized that was but a different phrasing for the unpalatable questions held asked himsdlf before. Asif
he had no doubt Sarkis would remain true—as if the notion that Sarkis could do otherwise had never
crossed hismind—he said, "I'll go back to the city. | can best dedl with Harvas from there. Now that
we've pushed over the Eriza, | want you to go after Petronas with everything you have. If you can seize
him thiswinter, few rewards would be big enough.”

The regimenta commander's eyes were dark and fathomless as twin pools reflecting the midnight sky.
Neverthdess, Krigposthought he saw afaint light in them, asif astar were shining on those midnight
pools. Sduting, Sarkissaid, Y ou may rely on me, your Mgjesty.”

"I do," Krigpos said smply. He wished he did not have to. He hoped Sarkis did not know that, but
suspected—half feared— the Vaspurakaner soldier was clever enough to grasp it.

Thvari said, "My men will escort you back to the city, Mgesty.”

"A sguad will do," Krigpossaid. "I want therest of you to stay with Sarkis and help him run Petronasto
earth."

But Thvari shook his head. "We are your guardsmen, Mg esty. We took oath by our gods to ward your
body. Ward it we shall; our duty isto you, not to Videssos."

"The eunuchsin the pal ace think they have theright to tell the Avtokrator what to do,” Krigpossaid, his
voice somewhere between amusement and chagrin. "Do you claimiit, too, Thvari?"

The Hal oga captain folded his arms across his broad chest. "In this, Mgesty, aye. Think you—you travel
alandinrevolt. A squad, even atroop, is not enough to assure your safety.”

Krigpos saw Thvari would not yield. "Asyou wish," he said, reflecting that the longer he held the throne,
the less absolute his power looked.

Asit happened, he and the Halogai met not asingle foeman on their long, muddy dog back to Videssos
the city. They did see one fellow, though, who plainly took them for enemies: amonk going west on
muleback, the hood of his blue robe drawn up over his shaven pate to protect him from therain. He
kicked his mount into a stiff-legged trot and rode far around the oncoming soldiers before he dared return
to the highway.

The Haogal snickered at the monk'sfear. With ddlicate irony, Krispos asked, "Bold captain Thvari, do
you think asquad of your heroes would have been enough to save me from that desperado?’

Thvari refused to be baited. "By the look of him, Mgesty, beike he would have set on amere squad.”
Krigpos had to laugh. The northerner went on more serioudy. "Besides, who'sto say that if you had only
the squad, you mightn't have come across awhole horde of Petronas rogues? The godsddight in
sending woeto folk who scant their safety. No man outwits hisfate, but it may entrap him before his
time"

"I know why that monk turned aside from us,” Krigpos said: "for fear of having to argue theology with
you."

"Few Halogai turn to Phos, but not for the priests lack of trying,” Thvari said. "Y our god suits you of the
Empire, and our gods suit us." Krigpos remained convinced the northerners gods were false, but could



not deny the quaity of the men who followed them.

He and his guards reached the suburbs across from the imperia city two days|ater. The courier had
preceded them; boats were waiting to take them over the Cattle-Crossing. The short trip left Krispos
green-faced and gulping, for the northerly winds that brought the fall rains had aso turned the strait
choppy. He sketched the sun-circle over his heart when he was back on dry land. Through the thick,
gray rain clouds, though, Phos sun could not be seen.

Long faces greeted him when he entered the imperia residence. "Cheer up,” he said. "The world hasn't
ended." He tapped the message tube the courier had brought him. "I know losing Develtosisahard
blow, but | think | have away around it, or at least away to keep Harvas quiet until 1've settled
Petronas.”

"Very good, your Mgesty. | am pleased to hear it." But Barsymes did not seem pleased, nor did his
featureslighten. Well, Krigpostold himsdlf, that's just his way—he never |ooks happy. Thenthe
vediariossaid, "Maesty, | fear the evil news does not stop at Develtos.”

Krigpos stiffened. Just when he could hope held solved one problem, another came aong to throw him
back again. "Youd better tell me," he said heavily.

"I hear and obey, Mg esty. No doubt you can comprehend that the most holy Pyrrhos eevation to the
patriarchate entailed some confusion for the monastery dedicated to the memory of the holy Skirios. So
forceful an abbot as Pyrrhos, | daresay, would not have suffered othersthere to gain or exercise much
authority. Thus no one, it gppears, paid close enough attention to the comings and goings of the monks.
Infine, your Mgesty, the former patriarch Gnatios is nowhere to be found.”

Krigpos grunted asif he'd taken ablow in the belly. All a once he remembered the westbound monk
who'd been so skittish on seeing him and the Halogai. He had no way of knowing whether that was
Gnatios, but the fellow had been going where Gnatios, if free, waslikeliest to go—toward land Petronas
controlled. He said that aloud, adding, "So now Petronas will have a patriarch of hisown, to crown him
properly and to cal Pyrrhos gppointment illegdl.”

"That does seem probable," Barsymes agreed. He dipped his head to Krigpos. "For one new to the
throne—indeed, to the city and itsintrigues—you show adigtinct gift for such maneuvers. ™

"It'swhat I'd do, were| in Petronas boots," Krispos said, shrugging.
"Indeed. Well, Petronas is no mean schemer, so you have not contradicted me.”

"I know that only too well. From whom do you think | learned?' Krigpos thought for awhile, then went
on. "When you go, Barsymes, send in asecretary. I'll draft a proclamation of outlawry against Gnatios
and offer areward for his capture or death. | suppose | should a so have Pyrrhos condemn him on behaf
of thetemples™

"The ecumenicd patriarch has adready seen to that, your Mgesty," Barsymes said. "Y esterday heissued
an anathemaagaingt Gnatios and read it publicly at the High Temple. It was quite avituperative
document, | must say, even for one of that sort. Some of the phrasesthat stick in the mind are 'perverter
of the patriarchate," 'spiritual leper,’ and 'viper vilely hissing a thedtar.'"

"They never were fond of each other," Krispos observed. Barsymes et one eyebrow risein understated
gppreciation for the understatement. Sighing, Krigpos continued, " Troubleis, Gnatioswill just fling his
own anathemasright back a Pyrrhos, so neither set will end up accomplishing anything.”



"Pyrrhos will gppear first, and he does control the ecclesiastical hierarchy and preach from the High
Temple. Hiswords should carry the greater weight,” Barsymes said.

"That'strue," Krigpos said. The thought consoled him alittle. Asit wasthe only consolation held had for
the last severa days, he cherished it aslong as he could.

The general Agapetos rubbed araw new pink scar that puckered hisright cheek. In size and placement,
it amaost matched an old pale one on the other side of hisface. He looked relieved to be reporting his
failurein achamber off the Grand Courtroom rather than from aprison cdll to an unsympeathetic jailer.
"By the good god, Mgesty, | till don't know how the bugger got past me to Develtos with so many
men," he said, his deep voice querulous. "I don't know how he took the place so quick, either.”

"That puzzles me, too," Krispos said. He'd been through Develtos, a cheerless gray fortress town that
hel ped ward the road between the capital and the eastern port of Opsikion. Itswalls had seemed
forbiddingly tal and solid.

"l hear magic toppled one of the towers and let the savagesin,” lakovitzes said.

Agapetos snorted. "That's always the excuse of those who run first and fastest. They lie asfast asthey
run, too. If battle magic worked even a quarter of the time, wizards would fight wars and soldiers could
go home and tend their gardens.”

"Asfar as| know, the only oneswho got out of Develtos aive were the oneswho ran first and fastest,”
Mavrosput in. "All therest are dead.”

"Aye, that's 0," Agapetos said. "The Halogal are bloodthirsty devils, and this Harvas strikesme as
downright vicious. Still and dl, my lads were keeping the raidersto their sde of the frontier. Then
somehow he did awhole army past us. Maybe it was magic, your Mgesty. | don't see how elsehe
could have doneit. May theicetake meif | lie."

"I've heard that claimed of Harvas before," Krispos said. "I never redly believed it; whenever aman has
great good fortune, people naturaly think he'samage. But now | do begin to wonder."

"TheHadoga dew al the priestsin the city, it'ssaid,” Mavros observed. "If Harvasisawizard, heisnot
one who works by the power of Phos."

"Of course a heathen Hal oga doesn't work magic by the power of Phos," lakovitzessaid. "And if the
savages were killing everyonein the city, | doubt they'd have bothered to spare anyone just because he
was wearing ablue robe. Would you?' Helifted an elegantly arched eyebrow.

Mavros knew better than to take him serioudy. "I'm sorry, excellent Sir, but | must confessthat, never
having sacked atown, | redly couldn't say."

A little of l1akovitzes sarcasm was bracing. More than alittle had away of disrupting things. Not wanting
that to happen now, Krispos said, "Thered question is, what to do next? If | fight Petronas and Harvas
at the sametime, | split my forces and can't concentrate on either one. But if | neglect one and just fight
the other, the one | ignore hasfreerein.”

"Are you wondering why you ever wanted to be Avtokrator in thefirst place?" 1akovitzes asked with
mdiciousrdish.

"| didn't particularly want to be Avtokrator," Krispos retorted, "but letting Anthimos go ahead and kill me



didn't look al that good, ether.”

"Y ou're going to have to buy time with one of your foes so you can crush the other one, Krispos,”
Mavrossaid. "If you hadn't dready been at war with Petronas, | could have led afresh force out from
the city and joined Agapetos against Harvas. Asit was, | didn't dare, in case you were defeated in the
westlands and needed aid.”

"I'm glad you stayed here," Krigpos said quickly, remembering Tanilis letter. Hewent on, "It gdlsme,
but | fear you'reright. And it galls me worse that the one I'll have to buy off isHarvas. Petronas paid him
to invade Kubrat, so | know he takes gold. And once I've beaten Petronas—why, then, the good god
willing, master Harvas may just haveto give that gold back, among other things. If hethinksI'll ever
forget Develtos, or forgive, he's mistaken.”

"Still, you're making the right choice," lakovitzes said, nodding vigoroudy. ™Y ou can't afford to treet with
Petronas, that would be as much as recognizing him as your equd. A reigning Avtokrator has no equals
indde Videssos. But paying off aforeign prince who's made anuisance of himsef—why, it happensal
thetime”

Krigpos glanced to Mavros, who aso nodded. Agapetos said, "Aye, Mg esty, settle the civil war firgt.
Once the whole Empireis behind you, then you can have another go a Harvas when thetimeisripe.”

"How much did Petronas pay Harvasto bring his murderers south into Kubrat?' Krispos asked.
"Fifty pounds of gold—thirty-six hundred goldpieces,” Iakovitzes answered at once.

"Then you can offer him up to twice that much if you haveto, and buy me ayear's peace with him,”
Krigpossaid. "l trust you'll be able to get him to settle for less, though, being the able dickerer you are.”

lakovitzesglared at him. "'l was afraid you were leading up to that."

"Y ou're the best envoy | have," Krispos said. "How many embassiesto the folk of the north have you
headed? We first met in Kubrat, remember? | still wear that goldpiece you gave the old khagan Omurtag
when you were ransoming the ot of kidnapped peasants | was part of. So you know what you need to
do, and | know | can rely on you."

"If it were amission to the Kubrat that was, or to Khatrish, or even Thatagush, 1'd say aye without
thinking twice, though dl those lands are bloody barbarous,” lakovtizes said dowly. "Harvas, now ...
Harvasis something else. | tdll you frankly, Krispos—your Mg esty—he darms me. He wants more than
just plunder. He wants daughter, and maybe more than that.”

"Harvasdarms me, too," Krigpos admitted. "'If you think you're going into danger, lakovtizes, | won't
send you.”

"No, I'll go." lakovtizesran ahand through hisgraying hair. "After dl, what could he do? For onething,
he may have to send an embassy here onefine day, and | know—and he'd know—you'd avenge any
harm that came to me. And for another, I'm coming to pay him tribute, lots of tribute. How could |
meaking him angry doing that?'

Mavros leered at the short, feisty noble. "If anyone could manage, 1akovitzes, you're the man.”

"Ah, your Highness," lakovitzes said in atone of sweet regret, "were you not suddenly become second
lordin dl theland, be assured | would tell you precisdly what sort of cocky, impertinent, jumped-up little
snipsnap bastard son of a snake and a cuckoo you redly are." By the time he finished, he was shouting,
red-faced, hiseyesbulging.



"Kind and gracious as aways," Krigpostold him, doing his best not to laugh.

"You, too, eh?" lakovitzes growled. "Well, you'd just better watch out, your Mgesty. Asbest | cantell, |
can cdl you anything | bloody well please for awhile and not worry abit about lese mgjeste, because if
you send me to the chap with the axe, you can't send meto Harvas."

"That depends on wherel tdl himto cut,” Krispos said.

lakovitzes grabbed his crotch in mock horror. Just then Barsymes brought in afresh jar of wineand a
plate of smoked octopus tentacles. The eunuch looked down hislong nose at Iakovitzes. "There are not
many men to whom | would say this, excdllent Sir, but | sugpect you would be as much a scandal without
your stones aswith them.”

"Why, thank you," 1akovitzes said, which made even the imperturbable vestiarios blink. Krispos raised
his cup in sdlute. So long as lakovitzes had histongue, he was armed and dangerous.

lakovitzes set out on hismission to Harvas afew dayslater. Krispos promptly put him in aback corner
of hismind; what with the state of the roads during the fall rains and the blizzards that would follow them,
he did not expect the noble to be back before spring.

Of more immediate concern was Sarkis continuing campaign againgt Petronas. By his dispatches, the
regimental commander was making progress, but at asnail's pace thanks to the weather. The rainswere
gtill falling when he reached thefirst of Petronas estates. ""Drove off to westward the cavalry who sought
to oppose us," he wrote, "then attempted to fire the villaand outbuildings we had taken. Too wet for a
truly satisfactory job, but no one will be able to use them for agood long while yet."

When Krigpos was a youth, the world in winter had seemed to contract to no more than hisvillage and
thefiddsaround it. Even as Avtokrator, something smilar happened. Though news camein from al Over
the Empire, everything beyond Videssos the city seemed dim and distant, asif seen through thick fog.
Not least because of that, he paid more attention to the people closest to him.

By Midwinter's Day, Darawas visbly pregnant, though not in the thick robes sheworeto the
Amphitheater to watch the skits that celebrated the sun's swing back toward the north. Midwinter's Day
was atime of license; a couple of the pantomime shows lewdly speculated on what Daras relationship
with Krispos had been before Anthimos died. Krigpos laughed even when the jokes on him weren't
funny. After looking angry at first, Darawent along, though she said, " Some of those so-called clowns
should be horsawhipped through the plaza of Pdamas.”

"ItsMidwinter's Day," Krispossaid, asif that explained everything. To him, it did.

Some of the servants had started abonfire in front of the stepsthat led into the imperial residence. It il
blazed brightly when the imperid party returned from the Amphitheater. Krispos dismounted from
Progress. He tossed the reinsto agroom. Then, holding the crown on his head with one hand, he dashed
toward thefire, sprang into theair. "Burn, ill luck!" he shouted as he flew over the flames.

A moment later he heard more running feet. "Burn, ill luck!" Daracaled. Her jump barely carried her
acrossthefire. She staggered when she landed. She might have falen, had Krispos not reached out a
quick hand to steedly her.

"That wasfoolish," he said, angry now himsdf. "Why have you been traveling in alitter the past month,
but to keep you from wearing yourself out or hurting yourself? Then you go and risk it all—and for what?



Holiday hijinkg"

She pulled away from him. "I'm not made of pottery, you know. | won't shatter if you look at me
sideways. And besdes—" Shelowered her voice, "—what with Petronas, Gnatios, and Harvas
Black-Robe, don't you think moreill luck is out there than one aone can easily burn away?'

His anger melted, as the snow had around the campfire. "Aye, that's s0." He put an arm round her
shoulder. "But | wish you'd be more careful.”

She shook him off. He saw held somehow annoyed her again. Then she said, "Isthat for my sake, or just
on account of the child in my belly?’

"For both," he answered honestly. Her eyes stayed narrowed as she studied him. He said, "Come on,
now. Have you seen me building any minnow ponds?'

She blinked, then found hersdf laughing. "No, | suppose not." Minnows had been aeuphemism Anthimos
used for one of the last of his debauched schemes—one of the few times Anthimaos bothered with
euphemism, Krispos thought. Darawent on, "After living with such worries so long, do you wonder that |
havetrouble trugting?'

By way of answer, he put hisarm around her again. Thistime shelet it stay. They walked up the steps
and down the hallway together. When they got to their bedchamber, she closed and barred the doors
behind them. At hisquizzicd look, she said, "Y ou were the one who was talking about it being
Midwinter's Day."

They wasted no time undressing and diding under the blankets. Though brick-lined ducts under the floor
brought warm air from a centra furnace, the bedchamber was till chilly. Krigpos hand traced the smal
bulgerising around Darals navel. Her mouth twisted into a peculiar expression, half pride, half pout. "I
liked mysdf better flat-bellied," she sad.

"l likeyou finetheway you are." To prove what he said, Krispos et his hand linger.

She scowled ferocioudy. "Did you like me throwing up every morning and every other afternoon? I'm not
doing that as often now, the good god be praised.”

"I'm glad youre not,” Krigpos said. "I—" He stopped. Under his palm, something—fluttered? rolled?
twisted? He could not find the right word. Wonder in hisvoice, he asked, "Was that the baby?*

Daranodded. "I'vefdt him—" She aways cdled the child to come him. "—moving for aweek or ten
days now. That'sthe hardest wiggle yet, though. I'm not surprised you noticed it."

"What doesit fed liketo you?' he asked, all a once more curious than aroused. He pressed lightly on
her belly, hoping the baby insde would tir again.

"It'srather like—" Darafrowned, shook her head. "I started to say it fdt like gas, like what would
happen if | ate too much cucumber and octopus salad. It did, when hefirst started moving. But these
bigger squirmings don't fed like anything, if you know what | mean. Y ou'd understand, if you werea
woman."

"Yes, | suppose | would. But sinceI'm not, | have to ask foolish questions.” Asif on cue, the baby
moved again. Krigpos hugged Daraclose. "We did that!" he exclaimed, before he recalled he might not
have had anything to dowithit at all.

If Dararemembered that, too, she gave no sign. "We may have sarted it,” she said tartly, "but I'm the



onewho hasto do therest of thework."

"Oh, hush." Thefed of Daraswarm, smooth body pressed against his own reminded Krigpos why they
werein bed together. He rolled her onto her back. Asthey joined, he looked down at her and said,
"Since youre complaining, I'll do thework tonight.”

"Fair enough,” she said, her eyes glowing in the lamplight. "Wewon't be able to do it thisway too much
longer anyhow— someone coming between us, you might say. So let's—" She paused, her breath going
short for amoment, "—enjoy it whilewe can.”

"Oh, yes" hesaid, "Oh, yes"

The message lakovitzes had sent out well before Midwinter's Day arrived severd weeks after the festival
was over. All the same, Krispos was glad to have it. "Harvas wants to take the tribute. We've been
haggling over how much. Hisis not smple Haoga greed; hefightsfor every copper like aprawn-sdlerin
the city (not a prawn to be had here, worse luck—nothing but bloody mutton and bloody beef). By the
lord with the great and good mind, Mgesty, he nearly frightensme: heis very fierce and very clever. But
| giveasgood as| get, | think. Yoursin frigid resgnation from the blizzards of Pliskavos—"

Krigpos smiled as he rolled up the parchment. He could easily summon a picture of lakovitzes sharp
tongue carving strips off abarbarous warlord too dow-witted to redize hed been insulted. Then Krispos
read the letter again. If Harvas Black-Robe was clever—and everything Krispos knew of him pointed
that way—Iakovitzes acid barbs might Sink deep.

He closed the | etter once more and tied aribbon around it. lakovitzes had been treating with barbarians
for closeto thirty years—for aslong as Krispos had been dive. Hed know not to go too far.

What had been aquiet winter in matters ecclesiastical hested up when Pyrrhos abruptly expelled four
priests from their temples. Seeing the blunt announcement in with the rest of the paperwork, Krigpos
summoned the patriarch. "What's dl thisin aid of ?' he asked, tapping the parchment. "I thought | told you
| wanted quiet in the temples™

"So you did, Mgesty, but without true doctrine and fiddlity, what value has mere quiet?' Pyrrhos, as
Krigpos had long known, was not one to compromise. The patriarch went on, "Asyou will notein my
memorandum there, | had reason in each case. Bryones of the temple of the holy Nestorioswas heard to
preach that you were afalse Avtokrator and | afalse patriarch.”

"Can't havethat," Krispos agreed. He wished Gnatios had never gotten out of hismonagtic cell. Not only
did he confer legitimacy on Petronas revolt, but as patriarch-in-exile he aso provided afocusfor clerics
who found Pyrrhos dtrict interpretation of ecclesiastical law and custom unbearable.

"To continue," the patriarch said, ticking off the errant priests transgressions on hisfingers, "Norikos of
the temple of the holy Theldaios flagrantly cohabited with awoman, an abuse apparently long tolerated
thanksto the laxness that prevailed under Gnatios. The priest Loutzoulos had the habit of wearing robes
with slk in the weave, vestments entirely too luxurious for one of his station. And Savianos..." Pyrrhos
voice sank in horror to ahoarse whisper. " Savianos has espoused the Balancer heresy.”

"Has he?' Krispos remembered Savianos speaking out againgt Pyrrhos nomination as patriarch. Hewas
sure Pyrrhos had not forgotten, either. "How do you know?" he asked, wondering how vindictive
Pyrrhos was: more than alittle, he suspected.



"By hisownwords| shdl convict him, Mgesty," Pyrrhos said. "'In his sermons he has declared that
Skotos darkens Phos radiant glory. How could this be so unless the good god and the master of evil—"
He spat in renunciation of Skotos. "—stand equaly matched in the Eternal Balance?”

Imperid orthodoxy preached that in the end Phos was sure to vanquish Skotos. The eastern lands of
Khatrish and Thatagush aso worshiped Phos, but their priests maintained no man could know whether
good or evil would triumph in the end—thus their concept of the Balance.

Krigpos knew the Balance had its attractions even for some Videssian theologians. But he asked, "Are
you sure that's the only meaning you can put on what Savianos said?'

Pyrrhos eyes glittered dangeroudy. "Name another.”

Not for thefirg time, Krisposwished hisforma education went farther than reading and writing, adding
and subtracting. "Maybe it wasjust afancy way of saying thereistill evil in theworld. Phos hasn't won
yet, you know."

"Given the sad gtate of sinfulness| seedl around me, | am but too aware of that." Pyrrhos shook his
head. "No, Mgesty, | fear Savianos speech cannot be interpreted so innocently. When aman of that
stripe admires Skotos strength, hisremarks must have asinister import.”

"Suppose a priest who had always supported you spoke in the same way," Krispos said. "What would
you do then?'

"Upbraid him, chastise him, and expd him," Pyrrhos said a once. "Evil isevil, no matter from whose lips
it comes. May thelord with the great and good mind guard against it." He drew the sun-circle over his
heart.

Krigpos dso sgned himsdf. He studied the ecumenica patriarch he had created. At lagt, reluctantly, he
decided he had to believe Pyrrhos. The patriarch was narrow, aye, but within hislimitsjust. Sighing,
Krispossaid, "Very well, then, mogt holy g, act asyou think best.”

"| shall, your Mgesty, | assure you. These four are but the snow-covered tip of amountain of corruption.
They are the oneswho shine most brightly when Phos sun lights their misdeeds, but their glitter shall not
blind meto the rest of the mountain, ether.”

"Now wait one moment, if you please," Krigpos said hagtily, holding up hishand. "I did not name you to
your office to have you spread chaos through the temples.”

"What isthe function of the patriarch but to root out snwhere hefindsit?' Pyrrhos said. "If you think
some other duty comes before it, then cast me down now." He bowed his head to show his acceptance
of that imperid prerogative.

Krigposrealized that in Pyrrhos he had at last found someone more stubborn than he was. Seeing that, he
a so redlized he had been naive to hope the greater responsibilities of the patriarchate would temper
Pyrrhos pious obgtinacy. And finaly, he understood that since he could not afford to oust Pyrrhos from
the blue boots—no other man, hastily set in place, could serve as much of a counterweight to
Gnatios—he was stuck with him for the time being.

"Asl| told you, most holy sir, you must act asyou think best,” he said. "But, | pray you, remember also
the—" What had Savianos cdled it? "—the principle of theologica economy.”

"Where the principle applies, Mgesty, rest assured that | shdl,” Pyrrhossaid. "I must warn you, though,
its gpplication isless sweeping than somewould clam.”



No, Krispos thought, Pyrrhos was not aman to yield much ground. He gave a sharp, short nod to show
the audience was over. Pyrrhos prostrated himsdf—whatever hisflaws, disrespect for theimperid office
was not one of them—and departed. As soon as he was gone, Krispos shouted for ajar of wine.

Looking at a map of the Empire, Krispos observed, "I'm just glad Harvas murderers decided to
withdraw after they took Develtos. If they'd pressed on, they could have reached the Sailors Seaand cut
the eastern provincesin half."

"Y es, that would have spilled the chamber pot into the soup, wouldn't it?* Mavros said. "Asis, though,
you'e gtill going to have to restore the town, you know."

"I've dready begun to take care of it," Krigpos said. "I've sent word out through the city guildsthat the
fisc will pay doublethe usud daily rate for potters and plasterers and tilemakers and carpenters and
stonecutters and what have you willing to go to Develtosfor the summer. From what the guildmasters
say, well have enough volunteers to make the place agoing concern again by fal."

"The guilds are the best way to get the people you'll need,” Mavros agreed. Labor in Videssosthe city
was as minutely regulated as everything ese; the guildmasters reported to the eparch of the city, asif they
were government functionaries themselves. Mavros pursed hislips, then went on. " Stonecutters, aye;
they'll need more than afew of those, considering what happened to Develtos wall."

"Yes," Krigpos said somberly. The reports from survivors of the attack and later witnesses told how one
whole side of the fortifications had been blasted down, most likely by magic. Afterwards Harvas
northern mercenaries svarmed into the stunned town and began their massacre. "Till now, | thought
battle magic was supposed to be awaste of time, that it didn't work well with folk al keyed up to fight.”

"| thought the samething,” Mavros said. "1 talked with your friend Trokoundos and a couple of other
mages. From what they say, the spell that knocked over the wal wasn't battle magic, strictly speaking.
Harvas or whoever did it must have spirited his soldiers past the frontier and got them to Develtoswith
no one the wiser. That made the sorcery alot easier, because the garrison wasn't expecting attack and
didn't get into that excited state until the stones came crashing down onto them.”

"Which wastoo late," Krispos said. Mavros nodded. Krigpos added, "The next question is, how did
Harvas get hisarmy over the border like that?!

Mavros had no answer. Neither did anyone el se. Krigpos knew Trokoundos had interrogated Agapetos
with the same double mirror arrangement he'd used on Gnatios. Even sorceroudly prodded, the generdl
had no ideahow Harvas men eluded his. Maybe magic had played a part there, too, but nobody could
be sure.

Krispos sad, "By the good god, | hope Harvas and his murderers can't spring out of nowhere in front of
Videssosthe city and smash through thewallshere” Theimperid capitd's walswere far sronger than
those of aprovincid town like Devetos, so much so that no foreign foe had ever taken the city. Nor had
any Videssians, save by treachery. Harvas Black-Robe, though, was looking like afoe of an uncommon
sort.

"Now well have wizards ever onthe dert here,” Mavros said. "Taking us by surprisewon't be aseasy as
it wasin Devetos. And surprise, the mages say, was the main reason he succeeded there."

"Yes, yes." Krigpos till fretted. Maybe that was because he was so new on the throne, he thought; with
more experience, he might have a better sense of just how dangerous Harvastruly was. All the same, like



any sensible man, he preferred to be ready for athreat that wasn't there than to ignore one that was. He
said, "'l wish Petronas wouldn't have picked now to rebel. If he gave up, I'd be happy to let him keep his
head. Harvas worries me more.”

"Even &fter you're buying Harvas off?'

"Especidly after I'm buying Harvas off." Krispos plucked at histhick, curly beard, men snapped his
fingersin sudden decison. "I'll even tdll Petronas as much, inwriting. If he and Gnatios will come back to
the monastery, | won't take any measures against them." Heraised hisvoiceto call for asecretary.

Before the scribe arrived, Mavros asked, "And if he saysno?
"Then he says no. How am | worse off?*
Mavros considered, then judiciously pursed hislips. "Put that way, | don't supposeyou are.”

When the secretary camein, he set down histablet and stylus so he could prostrate himsdlf before
Krispos. Krisposwaited impatiently till the man had got to his feet and taken up hiswriting tools once
more. He had given up on telling underlings not to bother with the proskynesis. All it did was make them
uneasy. He was the Avtokrator, and the proskynesis was the way they were accustomed to showing the
Avtokrator their respect.

After he was done dictating, Krispos said, "L et me hear that once more, please.” The secretary read him
hiswords. He glanced over at Mavros. The Sevastos hodded. Krispos said, "Good enough. Give me a
fair copy of that, on parchment. I'll want it today." The scribe bowed and hurried away.

Krigposrose, stretched. "All that talking has made me thirsty. What do you say to a cup of wine?'

"| generdly say yes, and any excuse will do nicdy,” Mavras answered, grinning. "Are you telling me your
poor voiceistoo worn and threadbare to call Barsymes?I'll do it for you, then.”

"No, wait," Krispos said. "Let's scanddize him and get it oursalves." He knew it was atiny rebellion
againg the tifling ceremony that hedged him round, but even atiny rebellion was better than none.

Mavrosrolled hiseyes. "The foundations of the state may crumble.” Not least because he had trouble
taking things serioudy himself, he sympathized with hisfoster brother's effortsto keep some of his
humeanity intact.

Chuckling like acouple of smal boys sneaking out to play at night, Avtokrator and the Sevastos tiptoed
down the hall toward the larder. They even stopped chuckling as they sneaked past the chamber where
Barsymeswas directing a cleaning crew. The vestiarios back was to them; he did not notice them go by.
The cleaners needed his direction, for thick dust lay over the furnishingsinside the chamber and the
red-glazed tile that covered itsfloor and walls. The Red Room was only used—indeed, was only
opened—when the Empress was with child. The baby— Krispos heir, if it was aboy—would be born
there.

| wonder if it's mine, hethought for the thousandth time. For the thousandth time, he told himsdlf it did
not matter—and tried to make himsdlf believeit.

Thewine, successfully gained and successfully drunk, helped him shove the unanswerable question to the
back of hismind once more. He picked up the jar. "Another cup?' he asked Mavros.

"Thank you. That would be lovely."



Barsymes staked into the larder while Krisposwas still pouring. The eunuch's long smooth disapproving
face got longer and more disapproving. "Y our Mgesty, you have servants precisely for the purpose of
sarving you."

Had he sounded angry, Krispos would have gotten angry in return. But he only sounded sad. Absurdly,
Krigposfdt guilty. Then he was angry, angry at hisown fedling of guilt. "Y ou'd like to wipe my arsefor
me, too, wouldn't you?" he snarled.

The vestiarios said nothing, did not even change his expression. Krigpos felt his own face go hot with
shame. Barsymes and the other chamberlains had wiped hisarse for him, and tended al his other needs,
no matter how ignoble, acouple of summers before when helay parayzed from Petronas wizardry. He
hung hishead. "I'm sorry," he mumbled.

"Many men would not have remembered,” Barsymes said evenly. "l see you do. Can we bargain, your
Magesty? If your need to be free of us grows so pressing from timeto time, will you tolerate us more
readily the rest of the time on account of these occasiona escapes?’

"| think s0," Krigpossaid.

"Then | will essay not to be aggrieved when | see you occasiondly serving yoursdlf, and | hope you will
remain sanguine when | and the rest of your servants perform our office.” Bowing, Barsymes withdrew.

Oncethe vestiarios was gone, Mavros said, "Who rules here, you or him?'

"I notice you lowered your voice before you asked methat,” Krispos said, laughing. "Isit for fear hell
hear?"

Mavros laughed, too, but soon sobered. "There have been vestiarioi who controlled affairsfar beyond
the palaces— Skombros, for one."

"Mefor another,” Krigpos reminded him. "I haven't seen any of that from Barsymes, thelord with the
great and good mind be praised. Aslong as he runs the palace, he's content to let me have the rest of the
Empire”

"Generous of him." Mavros emptied his cup and picked up thejar of wine. "I'm going to pour mysalf

another. Can | do the samefor you? That way hell have nothing with which to be offended.”
Krispos held out his own cup. "Go right ahead.”

Theimperia courier sat gratefully in front of aroaring fire. Outside, mixed deet and rain poured down.
Krispos knew that meant spring was getting closer. Given a choice between snow and this horrible stuff,
he would have preferred snow. Instead, he would get weeks of dush and glareice and mud.

The courier undid his waterproof message pouch and handed Krispos arolled parchment. "Here you are,
your Mgesty."

Even had the fellow's face not warned Krispos that Petronas was not about to come back to his
monagtery, the parchment would have done the job by itself. It was bound with a scarlet ribbon and
sedled with scarlet wax, into which had been pressed a sunburst signet. It was not the imperia
seal—Krigpos wore that on the middle finger of hisright hand—but it was an imperia sedl.

"He says no, does he?' Krispos asked.



The courier set down the goblet of hot wine laced with cinnamon from which hedd been drinking. "Aye,
Magesty, that much | cantell you. | haven't seen the actua message, though.”

"Let's see how he says no, then." Krigpos cracked the seding wax, did the ribbon off the parchment, and
unrolled it. He recognized Petronas firm, bold script at once—hisrival had responded to him in person.

The response sounded like Petronas, too, Petronasin an overbearing mood: " 'Avtokrator of the
Videssians Petronas, son of Agarenos Avtokrator, brother of Rhaptes Avtokrator, uncle to Anthimos
Avtokrator, crowned without duress by the true most holy ecumenica patriarch of the Videssians
Gnatios, to the baseborn rebd, tyrant, and usurper Krispos. Greetings.' "

Krigposfound reading easier if hedid it doud in alow voice. He didn't redize the courier waslistening
until the man remarked, "I guess he wouldn't say you aye after astart like that, would he?”

"Doesn't seem likely." Krisposread on: " 'l know that advice isagood and goodly thing: | have, after all,
read the books of the learned ancients and Phos holy scriptures. But at the sametime, | reckon that this
condition obtains when matters may be remedied. But when the times themsel ves are dangerous and
drive oneinto the worst and most terrible circumstances, then, | think, adviceisno longer so useful. This
ismost true of advice from you, impious and murderous wretch, for not only did you conspire to confine
me unjustly in amonagtery, but you aso pitilessy dew my nephew the Avtokrator.'

"That, by the way, isnot so," Krispos put in for the courier's benefit. He resumed. " 'So, accursed enemy,
do not urge meto deliver my lifeinto your hands once more. Y ou will not persuade me. 1, too, am aman
with asword a my belt, and | will struggle againgt one who has sought to lay my family low. For ether |
shdl regain theimperid glory and furnish you, murderer, afull requita, or | shall perish and gain freedom
from adisgusting and unholy tyranny.' "

The courier's eyes were wide by the time Krispos rolled up the parchment once more. "That'sthe
fanciest, nastiest 'no’ | ever heard, your Majesty."

"Me, too." Krigpos shook hishead. "I didn't really think he'd say yes. A pity you and your comrades got
drenched carrying the | etters there and back again, but it wasworth atry.”

"Oh, aye, Mgesty," the courier said, "'I've done my soldiering time, fighting against Makuran on the
Vaspurakaner frontier. Anything you can try to keep from having awar isworth doing.”

"Yes." But Krispos had begun to wonder just how true that was. Hed certainly believed it back in his
days a the farming village. Now, though, he was sure he would have to fight Petronas. Just as Petronas
could not trust him, he knew avictory by hisformer patron would only bring him to aquick end, or more
likely adow one.

And he would haveto fight awar against Harvas Black-Robe. Though he paid Harvas tribute for the
moment, that was only buying time, not solving the problem. If helet awild wolf like Harvas run loose on
his border, more peasants who wanted nothing but peace would be daughtered or ruined than if he
fought to keep them safe. He also knew the ones who were ruined and the loved ones of those
daughtered in hiswar would never understand that. He wouldn't have himself, back in the days before he
wore a crown.

"That's why the Empire needs an Emperor,” he said to himsdlf: "to see farther and wider than the peasants

"Aye, Mgesty. Phos grant that you do," the courier said. Krispos sketched the sun-circle over his heart,
hoping the good god would hear the fellow's words.



The rains dragged on. In spite of them, Krigpos sent out couriers ordering hisforcesto assemble at
Videssos the city and in the westlands. Spies reported that Petronas were also mustering troops. Krispos
was glumly certain Petronas had spies of hisown. He did his best to confuse them, shuttling companies
back and forth and using regimenta standards for companies and the other way round.

Thanksto the civil war, his strength in the north and east were lessthan it should have been. Thus he
bresthed along sigh of relief when lakovitzeswrote: "Harvas has agreed to ayear's truce, & the highest
price you would suffer meto pay him. By thelord with the great and good mind, Mgesty, | would
sooner gdlop aten-mile steeplechase with agaloping case of the pilesthan chaffer again with that
black-robed bandit. | told him as much, in so many words. He laughed. Hislaugh, Mgesty, isnot a
pleasant thing. Skotos might laugh so, to greet adamned soul new-cometo theice. Never shal | be so
glad astheday | leave his court to return to the city. Phos be praised, that day will come soon.”

When Krispos showed Mavros the | etter, the Sevastos whistled softly. "We've both seen lakovitzes
furious often enough, but | don't think | ever heard him sound frightened before.”

"Harvas has doneit to him," Krigpos said. "It's been building dl winter. Just one more sign we should be
fighting Harvas now. May the ice take Petronas for keeping me from what truly needs doing.”

"We settle him thisyear,” Mavros said. "After that, Harvas will have histurn.”

"So hewill." Krispos glanced outside. The sky was till cloudy, but held patches of blue. "Beforelong we
can move on Petronas. Onething at atime, | learned on the farm. If you try to do alot of things at once,
you end up botching dl of them.”

Mavros glanced at him, mobile features dy. "Perhaps Videssos should draw its Emperors from the
peasantry more often. Where would aman like Anthimos have learned such asmplelesson?”

"A man like Anthimos wouldn't have learned it on the farm, either. HEd have been one of the kind—and
there are plenty of them, the good god knows—who go hungry at the end of winter because they haven't
raised enough to carry them through till spring, or because they were careless with their storage pitsand
let haf their grain spail.”

"You're probably right,” Mavros said. "I've dways thought—"

Krigpos never found out what hisfoster brother had always thought. Barsymes came into the chamber
and sad, "Forgive me, your Mgesty, but her Mgesty the Empress must see you at once.”

"I'll come as soon as I'm done with Mavros here," Krispos said.

"Thisisnot amatter that will wait on your convenience, your Mgesty,” Barsymes said. "I've sent for the
midwife"

"The—" Krigpos found his mouth hanging open. He made himself shut it, then tried again to speek. "The
midwife? The baby's not due for another month.”

"So her Mgesty said." Barsymes samile was dwayswintry, but now, like the wesether, it held apromise
of soring. "Thebaby, | fear, isnot ligtening.”

Mavros clapped Krispos on the shoulder. "May Phos grant you a son.”

"Yes," Krigpos said absently. How was he supposed to stick to his one-thing-at-a-time dictum if events



kept getting ahead of him? With some effort, he figured out the one thing he was supposed to do next.
Heturned to Barsymes. "Take meto Dara."

"Comewith me," thevestiarios said.

They walked down the hall together. Asthey neared theimperia bedchamber, Krispos saw a serving
maid mopping up apuddle. "The roof stayed sound al winter," he said, puzzled, "and it'snot even raining

"Nor isthat rain," Barsymes answered. "Her Mg esty's bag of waters broke there.”
Krispos remembered births back in hisold village. "No wonder you called the midwife."

"Exactly so, your Maesty. Fear not—Thekla has been at her trade more than twenty years. Sheisthe
finest midwifein the city; wereit otherwise, | should have sent for someone else, | assure you.” Barsymes
stopped outside the bedchamber door. "I will leave you here until | come to take her Mgesty to the Red
Room."

Krigpos went in. He expected to find Daralying in bed, but instead she was pacing up and down. "I
thought | would wait longer,” she said. "1'd felt my womb tightening more often than usud the last couple
of days, but | didn't think anything of it. Then—" Shelaughed. "It was very strange—it was asif | was
making water and couldn't stop myself. And after | was done dripping ... now | know why they cal them
|abor pains”

No sooner had she finished speaking than another one took her. Her face grew closed, secret, and intent.
Her hands found Krispos arms and squeezed hard. When the pain passed, she said, "I can tolerate that,
but my labor's just begun. I'm afraid, Krigpos. How much worse will they get?!

Krigpos helplesdy spread his hands, feding foolish and usdess and mae. He had no idea how bad labor
pains got—how could he? He remembered village women shrieking as they gave birth, but that did not
seem likely to reassure Dara. He said, "Women are meant to bear children. It won't be worse than you
can take."

"What do you know?" she sngpped. "Y ou'reaman.” Since he had just told himself the same thing, he
shut up. Nothing he said was apt to beright, so he leaned over her swollen belly to hug her. That wasa
better idea.

They waited together. After awhile, apain gripped Dara. She clenched her teeth and rodeit out. Once it
had passed, though, she lay down. She twisted back and forth, trying to find acomfortable position. With
her abdomen enormous and labor upon her, there were no comfortable positionsto find. Another pain
washed over her, and another, and another. Krigpos wished he could do something more useful than hold
her hand and make reassuring noises, but he had no ideawhat that something might be.

Some time later—he had no idea how long—someone tapped on the bedchamber door. Krispos got up
from the bed to open it. Barsymes stood there with a handsome middle-aged woman whose short hair
was S0 black, Krigposwas sure it was dyed. Shewore aplain, cheap linen dress. The vestiarios said,

"Y our Maesty, themidwife Thekla"

Thekla had ano-nonsense air about her that Krispos liked. She did not waste time with a proskynesis,
but pushed past Krisposto Dara. "And how are we today, dearie?' she asked.

"I don't know about you, but I'm bloody awful,” Darasaid.

Unoffended, Theklalaughed. ™Y our waters broke, right? Are the pangs coming closer together?!



"Y es, and they're getting harder, too."

"They're supposed to, dearie. That's how the baby comes out, after al,” Theklasaid. Just then Daras
face twisted as another pain began. Theklareached under Daras robesto feel how tight her belly grew.
Nodding in satisfaction, shetold Dara, "Y ou're doing fine." Then she turned to Barsymes. "I don't want
her walking to the Red Room. She'stoo far along for that. Go fetch the litter.”

"Aye, migtress." Barsymes hurried away. Krispos judged Theklas skill by the unquestioning obedience
she won from the vestiarios.

Barsymes and a couple of the other chamberlains soon returned. "Put the edge of thelitter right next to
the side of the bed,” Thekladirected. "Now, dearie, you just dide over. Go easy, go easy—there! That's
fine. All right, lads, off we go with her." The eunuchs, faces red but step steady, carried the Empress out
the door, down the hall, and to the Red Room.

Krigpos followed. When he got to the entrance of the Red Room, Thekla said firmly, "Y ou wait outside,
if you please, your Mgesty."

"I want to be with her," Krispos said.
"Y ou wait outside, your Mgesty," Theklarepested.

Thistime the midwife's words carried the sngp of command. Krispos sad, "1 am the Avtokrator. | give
orders here. Why should | stay out?"

Thekla set hands on hips. "Because, your most imperial Mgesty, Sir, you are a pest-taken man, that's
why." Krispos stared at her; no one had spoken to him like that since he wore the crown, and not for a
while before then, either. In dightly more reasonable tones, Theklawent on, "And because it'swoman's
work, your Mgesty. Look, beforethisis done, your wifeisliable to shit and piss and puke, maybe dl
three at once. She's sureto scream, likely alot. And I'll have my hands deeper inside her than you ever
dreamed of being. Do you really want to watch?"

"It isnot customary, your Magesty," Barsymes said. For him, that settled the matter.

Krigposyidded. "Phos bewith you," he cdled to Dara, who was carefully wiggling from the litter to the
bed in the Red Room. She started to smile a him, but apain caught her and turned the expressonto a
grimace,

"Here, your Mg esty, comewith me," Barsymes said soothingly. "Come st down and wait. I'll bring you
somewine; it will help ease your worry."

Krigposlet himsdlf beled avay. Asheld told Mavros, he ruled the Empire but his servantsruled the
palaces. He drank the wine Barsymes set before him without noticing if it waswhite or red, tart or swest.
Then hesmply st.

Barsymes brought in agame board and pieces. "Would your Mgesty careto play?' he asked. "It might
help passthetime.”

"No, not now, thank you. "Krispos laugh was ragged. "Besides, Barsymes, you'd have ahard time losing
gracefully today, for my mind wouldn't be on the board.”

"If you notice how | lose, Mgesty, then | don't do so gracefully enough,” the vestiarios said. He seemed
chagrined, Krigpos noted, asif he thought he had failed in the quest for perfect service.



"Esteemed Sir, just let me be, if you would," Krispos said. Barsymes bowed and withdrew.

Time crawled by. Krispos watched a sunbeam dide acrossthe floor and start to climb the far wall. A
sarvant cameinto light lamps. Krigpos only noticed him after he was gone.

He was not close to the Red Room. Barsymes, clever as usud, had made sure of that. Moreover, the
door to the birthing chamber was closed. Whatever cries and groans Daramade, for along time he did
not hear them. But asthe lamps flickering light grew brighter than the failing day, she shrieked with such
anguish that he sorang from his chair and dashed down the hall.

Theklawas indeed aveteran of her trade. She knew who pounded on that door, and why. "Nothing to
worry about, your Magjesty," she caled. "l wasjust turning the baby's head alittle so it'll pass through
more easily. The babe has dark hair, alot of it. Won't be too much longer now."

He stood outside the door, clenching and unclenching hisfists. Against Petronas or Harvas, he could
have charged home at the head of histroops. Here he could do nothing—as Thekla had said, thiswas
woman'swork. Waiting seemed harder to bear than battle.

Daramade anoise he had never heard before, part grunt, part squeal, asound of ultimate effort. "Again!”
he heard Thekla say. "Hold your breath aslong as you can, dearie—it hel psthe push.” That sound burst
from Daraonce more. "Agan!" Theklaurged. "Y es, that'sthe way."

Krigpos heard Dara gasp, strain—and then exclaim in excitement. "Y our Mgesty, you have ason,”
Theklasaid loudly. A moment later, the high, thin, furious cry of anewborn baby filled Krispos ears.

Hetried the door. It was locked. "We're not ready for you yet, your Mgesty," Theklasaid, annoyance
and amusement mixed in her voice. " She dtill hasthe afterbirth to pass. Y ou'll see the lad soon enough, |
promise. What will you cal him?”

"Phogtis," Krigpos answered. He heard Dara say the name inside the Red Room, too. Sudden tears stung
his eyes. He wished hisfather had lived to see agrandson named for him.

A few minutes later Thekla opened the door. The lamplight showed her dress splashed with blood—no
wonder she hadn't worn anything fancy, Krigpos redized. Then Theklaheld out to him his newborn son,
and dl such thoughts vanished from hismind.

The baby was swaddled in ablanket of soft lamb'swoal. "Five fingers on each hand, five toes on each
foot," Theklasaid. "A little on the scrawny side, maybe, but that's to be expected when a child comes
early." Themidwifefd| slent when she saw Krigposwaan't listening.

He peered down at Phostis red, wrinkled little face. Part of that was the awe any new father feelson
holding hisfirstborn for thefirst time. Part, though, was something e se, something colder. He searched
those tiny, new-formed festures, trying to seein them either Anthimos smooth, smiling good looks or his
own rather craggier appearance. So far as he could tell, the baby looked like neither of its possible
fathers. Phogtis eyes seemed shaped like Dards, with the inner corner of each lid folding down very

digty.

When he said that out loud, Theklalaughed. "No law saysaboy child can't favor his mother, your
Maesty," she said. "Speaking of which, shelll want another look at the baby, too, | expect, and maybe a
first try at nursing him." She stepped aside to let Krigpos go into the Red Room.

The chamber stank; Thekla had meant her warning. Krispos did not care. "How are you?' he asked
Dara, who was till lying on the bed on which she had given birth. She looked pale and utterly exhausted;



her hair, soaked with sweat, hung limply. But she managed aworn smile and held out her hands for
Phodtis. Krigpos gave her the baby.

"He doesn't weigh anything,” Daraexclaimed.

Krispos nodded; his arms hardly noticed Phostis was gone. He saw Dara giving Phogtis the same careful
scrutiny he had, no doubt for the same reason. He said, "I think he looks like you.”

Daras eyes went wary as she glanced at him. He smiled back, though he wondered if he would ever be
sure who Phostis father redlly was. As he had so often before, he told himself it did not matter. Ashe
had so often before, he dmost made himsdlf believeit.

"Hold him again, will you?' Darasaid. Phostis squalled at being passed back and forth. Krispos clumsily
rocked him in hisarms. Dara unfastened her dress and tugged it off one shoulder to bare abreast. "I'll
take him now. Let's seeif thiswill make him happy.”

Phostis rooted, found the nipple, and began to suck. "He likesthem,” Krispos said. "1 don't blame him—I
likethem, too."

Dara snorted. Then she said, "Ask the kitchen to send me supper, would you, Krigpos? I'm hungry now,
though | wouldn't have believed it if you'd told me | would be."

"Y ou haven't eaten for quite awhile,” Krispos said. As he hurried off to do what Dara had asked, he
paused and thanked Thekla.

"My pleasure, your Majesty," the midwife said. ""Phos grant that the Empress and your son do well. No
reason she shouldn't, and he's not too small to thrive, I'd say."

Chamberlains and maidservants congratul ated Krispos on having a son as he walked to the kitchens. He
wondered how they knew; ababy girl's cry would have sounded the same as Phostis. But palace
servants had their own kind of magic. The moment Krigpos walked through the door, a grinning cook
pressed into his hands atray with ajar of wine, some bread, and a covered silver dish onit. "For your
lady," thefdlow said.

Krispos carried the tray to Dara himself. Barsymes saw him and said not aword. When he got back to
the Red Room, he helped her sit up and poured wine for her. He poured for himsdlf, aswell; the cook
had thoughtfully set two goblets on thetray. Heraised his. "To Phogtis," he said.

"To our son," Dara agreed. That was not quite what Krispos had said, but he drank her toast.

Daraattacked her meal—it proved to be roast kid in fermented fish sauce and garlic—as if she'd had
nothing for days. Krispos watched her eat and watched Phostis, who was dozing on the bed next to her,
turn his head from side to side. Thekla had been right; for ababy, Phostis did have alot of hair. Krispos
stood up and reached out a gentle hand to touch it. It was soft and fine as goose down. Phostis
squirmed. Krispostook his hand away.

Dara sopped up the last of the sauice with the hedl of her bread. She finished her wine and set the goblet
downwithasgh. "That helped,” shesaid. "A bath and about amonth of deep and I'll be—not good as
new, but close enough.” She sighed again. "Thekla saysit's better for ababy to nurse with hisown
mother thefirst few days, so | won't get that deep right away. Afterward, though, awet nurse can get up
with himwhen he howls."

"I've been thinking," Krispos said in an abstracted tone that showed held hardly heard what she said.



"What about?" she asked cautioudy. Without seeming to notice what she did, she moved closer to
Phodtis, asif to protect him.

"I think we ought to declare the baby co-Avtokrator even before | go out on campaign against Petronas,”
he answered. "It will let the whole Empire know | intend my family to hold thisthrone for along time."

Darasfacelit up. "Yes, let'sdo that,” she said a once. Even more gently than Krispos had, she touched
Phogtis head, murmuring, "Seep well, my tiny Emperor.” Then, after alittle while, she added, "1 was
afraid you were thinking something else.”

Krispos shook his head. Even since held known Dara was pregnant, he'd also known held haveto act as
if her child was surely his. Now that the boy was born, he would not stint. If anything, he would make a
show of favoring him, to make sure no one else had any doubts—or at least any public doubts—about
Phogtis paternity.

What he did was everyone's affair. What he thought was his own.

Barsymes carried amedium-size silver box and afolded sheet of parchment in to Krispos. The vestiarios
looked puzzled and a bit worried. "The Haogal just found this on the steps, your Mg esty. Asthey do
not read, they asked me what the parchment said. | saw it had your name on the outside, so | brought it
here"

"Thank you," Krigpos said. Then he frowned. "What do you mean, the Halogai found it on the steps?
Who brought it there?"

"l don't know, your Maesty. Neither do the guardsmen. From what they say, it wasn't there one moment
and wasthe next."

"Magic," Krigpos said. He stared suspicioudy at the box. After amogt killing him once by sorcery, did
Petronas think he would fal into the trap again? If so, he would be disappointed. " Send someone for
Trokoundos, Barsymes. Until hetdlsmeit'sdl right, that box will stay closed.”

"No doubt you arewise, your Mgesty. | shal send someone directly.”

Krispos even wondered if unfolding the parchment was safe. He grew impatient waiting for Trokoundos
to come, though, and opened it up. Nothing lethal or sorcerous—nothing at all-happened when he did.
The note inscribed within was written in a crabbed, antique hand. Though it was not signed, it could only
have come from Harvas Black-Robe; it read: "I accept your purchase of ayear's peace with gold. Y our
envoy hasleft my court and wends hisway homeward. | believe you will find him much improved on
account of that which is enclosed herewith.”

When Trokoundos arrived, Krigpos showed him the parchment and explained his own suspicions. The
mage nodded. "Quite right, your Mgesty. If that box hides sorcery, be surel shdl bring it to light.”

He st to work with powders and jars of bright-colored liquids. After afew minutes one of the liquids
suddenly went from blue to red. Trokoundos grunted. "Hal There is magic here, your Mgesty." He made
quick passes, dl the while chanting under his breath.



Krigpos watched the red liquid turn blue again. He asked, "Does that mean the spdll is gone?’

"It should, your Mgjesty." But Trokoundos did not sound sure. He explained. "The only spell | detected
was one of preservation, such as some fancy fruiterers useto let rich clients have their wares fresh but out
of season. Forgive me, but | cannot imagine how such aspell could be harmful in any way. Whether it
was or not, though, | have dispersed it.”

"Then nothing should happen if | open the box?" Krigpos persisted.

"Nothing should." Trokoundostook out more sorcerous gpparatus. "If anything does, | am prepared to
mest it."

"Good." Krisposflipped the catch that held the box shut. As he did so, Trokoundos stepped up to
protect him from whatever wasinside. He opened the lid. Insde the box was a curioudy curved piece of
mest, bloody at the thick end.

Trokoundos brows came together at the anticlimax. "What isthat?' he demanded.

Krigpos needed a minute to recognize it, too. But he had butchered a good many cows and sheep and
goatsin hisfarming days. Thiswastoo smdl to have come from a cow, but asheep had one much like
it... "lt'satongue,” he said. Then horror ran through him as he remembered the note that had
accompanied this gift. "It's—lakovitzes tongue,” he choked out. He dammed the lid shut, turned his
head, and vomited on the fine mosaic floor.

Near the south end of Videssosthe city's wall was abroad field where soldiers often exercised. Severa
regiments of horsemen, lancers and archers both, were drawn up in formation there. Their banners
rippled in the spring breeze. They saluted as Krispos and Agapetos rode past in review.

Krigpos was saying "Draw out whatever garrison troops you think the towns can pare, if they're men
who'd be any good in the field. The Kubrati nomads aways liked to play the raid-and-run game. Now
it'll be our turn. If Harvas thinks he can sell us peace at the price of maiming an ambassador, welll teach
him different. Theway | seeit, he's stolen a hundred pounds of gold. Well take it back from hisland.”

"Aye, Maesty," Agapetos said. "But what happensif one of my raiding bands comes up against too
many men for them to handle?*

"Then pull back," Krigpostold him. "Y our job isto keep Harvas and his cutthroats too busy in their own
country to come down into the Empire. | won't be able to send you much support, not until Petronasis
beaten. After that, the whole army will move to the northern frontier, but until then, you're on your own."

"Aye, Mgesy. | shal do asyou require.” Agapetos sauted, then raised hisright arm high. Trumpets
brayed brassily, pipes skirled, and drumsthuttered. The cavary regimentsrolled forward. Krigpos knew
they were good troops. Agapetos was a good soldier, too; Videssian generals made a study of the art of
war and learned scores of tricksfor gaining the most with the smallest expenditure of manpower.

Then why am | worried? Krigpos asked himsdlf. Maybe it was because the competent, serious
Videssan soldiers had not faced warriorslike Harvas Haogai before. Maybe it was because competent,
serious Agapetos had dready et Harvastrick him once. And maybe, Krisposthought, it's for no
reason at all. No matter how well he acts the part, Harvasisn't Skotos come again. He can be
beaten. In the end, even Skotos will be beaten.

Then why am | worried? he asked again. Angry at himsdf, he yanked Progress head around sharply



enough to draw areproachful snort from the horse. He rode back to the city at afast trot. He knew he
should aready have been in the westlands, moving againgt Petronas. But for Harvas latest outrage, that
campaign would have begun afortnight before.

Krisposrode not to the palaces, but to the Sorcerers Collegium north of the palace quarter. 1akovitzes
had reached the capita the night before, more dead than dive. The Empire's most skillful hedler-priests
taught at the Collegium, passing on their art to each new generation in turn. The desperatdly ill came
there, too, in hope of cures no one less skilled could give. lakovitzesfell into the latter group.

"How ishe?' Krigpos demanded of Damasos, the head of the healing faculty.

The skin under Damasos eyes was smudged with fatigue, part of the price ahealer-priest paid for his
gift. "Mgesty," he began, and then paused to yawn. "Y our pardon, Mgesty. | think he may yet recover,
Magesty. We are a last to the point where we may attempt the healing of the wound itsdlf.”

"He's been here most of aday now," Krigpos said. "Why haven't you done anything before this?!

"We have done agreet ded, Mgesty," Damasos said tiffly. He was of middle height and middle years,
his pate tan, his untrimmed beard going gray. He continued, "We've had to do agreat deal, much of itin
conjunction with sorcererswho are not hedlers, for added to this mutilation was something | have never
before encountered and pray to the good god | never see again: a spell specificdly intended to thwart
hedling. First discovering and then defegting that Spell has occupied us up to thistime.”

"A spdl against heding?' Krisposfelt queasy; the very ideawas an abomination worse than the torture
Harvas had inflicted on lakovitzes. "Who could conceive such awicked thing?”

"For too long, we did not, Mgjesty," Damasos said. "Even after we realized what we faced, we needed
no small space of time to overcome the wizardry. Whoever st it on the wound bound it with the power
of the victim's blood, making it doubly hard to banish. It was, in effect, addiberate perversion of my own
ritual." Tired though he was, Damasos set hisjaw in outrage.

Krispos asked, "Y ou are ready to hea now, you say?' At the heder-priest's nod, he went on. "Take me
to lakovitzes. | would see him hedled, asbest he may be." He also wanted lakovitzesto see him, to
know how guilty hefdt for sending him on an embassy about which hed had misgivings.

He gasped when Damasos ushered him into | akovitzes chamber. Thelittle noble, usualy so plump and
dapper, wasthin, ragged, and filthy. Krispos coughed at the foul odor that rose from him: not just that of
abody long unwashed, but worse, aripe stench like rotting meat. Y ellow pus dribbled from the corner of
his mouth. His eyes were wide and blank with fever.

Those blank eyes did past Krispos without recognizing him. A hedler-priest sat beside the bed where
lakovitzes thrashed. Four beefy attendants stood close by. Damasos spoke to the priest. "Are you ready,
Nazares?'

"Aye, holy sir." Nazares glance rested on Krigpos for amoment. When Krispos showed no sign of
leaving, the hedler-priest shrugged and nodded to the attendants. " Commence, lads.”

Two of the men seized lakovitzes arms. A third grabbed his head to pull down hislower jaw, then
wedged a stout stick padded with cloth between histeeth. 1akovitzes had not seemed aware of his
surroundingstill then. But the instant the stick touched hislips, he began to struggle like aman possessed,
letting out blood-curdling shrieks and a string of gurglesthat tried to be words.

"Poor fellow," Damasos whispered to Krigpos. "In his ddlirium, he must think we're about to cut him



again." Krigpos nalshit into hispalms.

In spite of the battle lakovitzes put up, the fourth attendant forced ametd gag into his mouth, of the sort
horse doctors used to hold an anima's jaws gpart so they could trim its teeth. When the gag wasin place,
Nazares reached into lakovitzes forcibly opened mouth. Seeing Krispos still watching, the hedler-priest
explained, "For proper heding, | must touch the wound itsdlf.”

Krispos started to answer, then saw Nazares was dropping into a healer's trance. "We bless thee, Phos,
lord with the great and good mind, watchful beforehand that the grest test of life may be decided in our
favor." The priest repeated the creed again and again, using it to distract his conscious mind and to
concentrate hiswill solely on the task of healing before him.

Asaways, Krispos felt awed to watch a healer-priest at work. He could tell just when Nazares began to
heal by the way the man suddenly went rigid. lakovitzes continued to moan and kick, but he could have
burst into flames without turning Nazares from his purpose. Almogt asif lightning wereintheair, Krigoos
felt the current of healing asit passed from Nazaresto lakovitzes.

Then, dl at once, lakovitzes quit struggling. Krispostook astep forward in darm, afraid hisone-time
patron's heart had given out. But |akovitzes continued to breathe and Nazares continued to heal; had
something been wrong, the hedler-priest surely would have sensed it.

At last Nazares withdrew his hand. He wiped pus-smeared fingers on hisrobe. The attendant removed
the gag from lakovitzes mouth. Krispos saw the noble wasin full possession of his sensesagain. Now
when he moved in the grip of the two men who held him, they let him go.

He bowed low to the healer-priest, then made a series of yammering noises. After amoment, he redlized
no one could understand him. He signed for something to write with. One of the attendants brought him a
waxed wooden tablet and stylus. He scribbled and handed the tablet to Nazares.

" 'What are you al standing around for? " Nazares read, his voice dow and dragging from the crushing
fatigue that followed healing. " "Take meto the baths—I stink like alatrine. | could use some food, too,
about ayear'sworth." "

Krigpos could not help smiling—Iakovitzes might never spesk an inteligible word again, but he il
sounded like himsealf. Then lakovitzes wrote some more and handed the tablet to him. "Next time, send
someonedse.”

Sobered, he nodded, saying "I know gold and honor will never give you back what you have logt,
lakovitzes, but what they can give, you will have.

"I'd better. | earned them," lakovitzeswrote.

Hefelt insde his mouth with hisfingers, poking and prodding, then let out a soft grunt of wonder and
bowed again to Nazares. He scrawled again, then handed the heder-priest the tablet. " 'Holy sir, the
wound fedsasif it happened years ago. Only the memory isyet green,' " Nazares read. Behind the
brassy front lakovitzes habitualy assumed, Krispos saw theterror that Sill livedin hiseyes.

An atendant touched lakovitzes on the arm. He flinched, then scowled at himself and dipped hishead in
gpology to the man. "Excdlent g, | just wanted to tell you | would take you to a bathhouse now, if you
like," the attendant said. "There's one close by the Sorcerers Collegium here”

lakovitzestried to speak, scowled again, and nodded. Before he | eft with the attendant, though, Krispos
said, "A moment, lakovitzes, please. | want to ask you something." lakovitzes paused. Krisposwent on.



"By the messages you sent me, you and Harvas traded barbs al winter long. What did you finaly say that
made him do—thai—to you?'

The noble flinched again, thistime from his own thoughts. But he bent over the tablet and wrote out his
reply. He gave it to Krigpos when hewas done. "I didn't even intend to insult him, worse luck. Wed
settled on aprice for the year's truce and were swearing oaths to secureit. Harvas would not swear by
the spirits, Kubrati-style, nor would he take oath by the Haloga gods of hisfollowers. 'Swear by Phos,
then,’ | told him—atruce is no truce without oaths, as any child knows. Better | had told him to go swive
hismother, | think. In avoice like thunder, he cried out, " That name shal never be in my mouth again, nor
inyours either." And then—" The writing stopped there, but Krispos knew what had happened then.

He sketched the sun-sign over his heart. lakovitzes did the same. Krispos promised, "Well avenge you,
avengethis. I've just sent out aforce under Agapetosto harry Harvas land. When I'm done with
Petronas, Harvas will facethewholearmy.”

Again lakovitzestried to reply with spoken words, again he had to stop in frustration. He nodded
instead, held up one finger while he pointed to the west, then two while he pointed northeastward. He
nodded again, to show he gpproved of Krigpos course. Krigposwas glad of that; while lakovitzes had
helped him form his priorities the winter before, he could hardly have blamed the noblefor changing his
mind after what had befalen him. That he hadn't helped convince Krispos he was on the right course.

lakovitzes turned to the attendant and mimed scrubbing himself. The man led him out of the chamber.
"I aminyour debt," Krispos said to Nazares.

"Nonsense." The healer-priest waved hiswords away. "l praise the good god that | was able to end
lakovitzes agony. | only regret hisinjury issuch that it will continue to trouble him greetly despite being
hedled. And the charm set on the wound to keep from hedling it ... that was most wicked, your Mgesty.”

"I know." Krigpos opened the waxed tablet and read again the words that had cost 1akovitzes histongue.
No man unwilling to say Phos name, or even to hear it, waslikely to be good. If only Harvas were as
inept as he was evil, Krigpos thought, and if only Petronas would disappear, and if only Pyrrhos
would grow mild, and if only | could be certain I'm Phostis father, and if only | could rule by
thinking "if only” ...

Evenin early pring, the coastal lowlands were hot and sticky. The roads were still moist enough, though,
that armies on the march kicked up only alittle dust—as good areason as any for campaigning in the
spring, Krispos thought as he trotted along on Progress toward the Eriza River.

The army in whose midst he traveled was the biggest he had ever seen, more than ten thousand men.
Had Sarkis captured or killed Petronas over the winter, this new round of civil war would not have been
needed. By keeping Anthimaos uncle from gaining ground, though, the V aspurakaner soldier had
managed the next best thing: he'd convinced the generals of thelocal provincesthat Krigpos was the
better bet. Those generds and their troopers rode with the force from Videssos the city now.

Krispos saw the inevitable host of farmers busy in their fields on either sde of the road. Though the force
with which he traveled was far larger than the one that had fought Petronasthe previousfal, fewer
farmersfled. Hetook that for agood sign. "They know well keep good order," he remarked to
Trokoundos, who rode nearby. " Peasants shouldn't fear soldiers.”

"Thisfar before harves, they havelittle to steal anyhow," Trokoundos said. "They know that, too, and



take courage fromit."

"Y ou've been drinking sour wine thismorning,” Krispos said, atrifle startled; such cynicism wasworthy
of lakovitzes.

"Maybe s0," Trokoundos said. "We dso have suppliesfor the army well arranged, this being territory
that stayed loyal to you. Well see how the men behave when we enter country that had been under
Petronas hand.”

"Oh, aye, well do ahit of plundering if our supply train hastrouble," said Mammianos, one of the
provincia generdswho had at last cast hislot with Krigpos. He wasin his mid-fifties and quite round, but
afine horseman for dl that. "But well do abit of fighting, too, which makesup for alot.”

Krigpos started to say nothing could make plundering his own people right. He kept the words to himself.
If folk farther westward worked for hisriva and againgt him, they and their fields becamefair targetsfor
his soldiers—Petronas men, he was sure, would not hold back if they reached territory he controlled.
Either way, the Empire and the fisc would suffer.

When he did spesk doud, he said, "Civil war," asif it wereacurse.

"Aye, thetimesare hard,” Mammianos agreed. "There's but one thing worse than fighting acivil war, and
that'slosing it." Krispos nodded.

Two dayslater he and his army forded the Eriza—the ruined bridges were yet to be rebuilt. Thistimethe
crossing was unopposed, though Krispos found himsdf looking back over his shoulder lest someimperia
courier come riding up with word of anew disaster. But no couriers gppeared. That in itself buoyed

Krigpos spirits.

He began seeing traces of the fighting Sarkis had done the previous winter: wrecked villages, fidds
gtanding idle and unplanted, the shells of burned-out buildings. Peasants on this Sde of the Eriza, those
who werel€ft, fled hissoldiers asif they were so many demons.

The land began to rise toward the westlands rugged central plateau. The rich, deep black earth of the
lowlands grew thinner, dustier, grayer. Because of the early season, the countryside was till bright green,
but Krispos knew the sun would bake it dry long before summer was done. In the lowlands, they
sometimes raised two crops ayear. On the centra plateau, they were lucky to get one; broad stretches
of land were better suited to grazing cattle than growing crops.

Krigpos advance stopped being awalkover about halfway between the Eriza and the town of Resaina
He had started to wonder if Petronas would ever stand and right. Then, dl at once, the scouts who rode
ahead of hisarmy came pelting back toward the main body of men. He watched them turn to shoot
arrows back over their shoulders, then saw other horsemen pursuing them.

"Those must be Petronas men!" he exclaimed, pointing. Only by the way they atacked his own cavary
could he be sure: Their gear wasidentical to what his own forces used. One more hazard of civil war that
hadn't occurred to him, he thought uneasly.

"Aye, by the good god, those are the rebels,” Mammianos said. " A whole bloody greet |ot of them, too."
Heturned his head to shout ordersto the musicians whose calls set the army in motion. As martial music
blared out and units hurried from column to line of battle, Mammianos sped them into place with
bellowed commands. "Fagter there, the ice take you! Here's the fight we've been waiting for, the chance
to smash the stinking traitor once for al. Come on, deploy, deploy, deploy!"



Thefat general showed more energy in a couple of minutes than he had used al through the campaign
thus far, so much more that Krigpos stared a him in surprise. The curses he kept cdling down on
Petronas head, and the spleen with which he hurled them forth, were a'so something new. When
Mammianos paused to draw breeth, Krispos said, "Generd, forgive mefor ever having doubted your

loydty."

Mammianos eyeswere shrewd. "In your boots, Mgesty, I'd doubt my own shadow if it wasn't in front
of me. May | spesk frankly?"

"I hopeyou will."
"Aye, you seemto,” Mammianos said judicioudy. "1 know | didn't lend you much aid last fall.”

"No, but you didn't aid Petronas, ether, for which I'm grateful.”

"Aswell you might be. Truth to tdll, | was Sitting tight. | won't gpologizefor it, ether. If you'd stolen the
throne without deserving it, Petronas would've made quick hash of you. Likely | would have joined him
afterward, too; the Empire doesn't need aweakling Avtokrator now. But since you did well enough
againg him, and since most of the decrees you've issued have made sense—" Mammianos clapped his
hands together in savage glee. "—I'll help you nail the whoreson's hide to the wall instead. Put me on the
shdlf, will he?'

"On the shelf?" Krigpos echoed, perplexed. "But you're the general of—"

"—a province that usualy needs agenera about as much asalizard needs abathtub,” Mammianos
interrupted. "'l was with Petronas when he invaded Vaspurakan a couple of years ago. | told himto his
face he didn't have the wherewithal to push the Makuraners out.”

"I told him the same, back at the palaces,” Krispos said.
"What'd he do to you?' Mammianos asked.
"Hetried to kill me." Krispos shivered, remembering Petronas sorcerous assault. "He amost did, too."

Mammianos grunted. "Hetold methat if | didn't want to fight, he'd send me someplace where | wouldn't
have to, which ishow | got stuck in the lowlands where nothing ever happens. Except now it has, and |
get achanceto pay the bastard back.” He shook hisfist at Petronas horsemen. "Y ou'll get yours, you
liced"

Krispos watched the oncoming soldiers, too. His military eye was still unpracticed, but he thought his
riva's army was about the size of hisown. Hislips skinned back from histeeth. That was only likely to
make the battle more expensive but less decisive.

A blue banner with gold sunburst flew above the center of Petronas force, atwintotheonea
standardbearer carried not far from Krigpos. He shook his head. This sort of fight was worse than
confusing. It was asif he battled himsdlf inamirror.

A gresat shout rose from hismen: "Krigpos! Krigpos Avtokrator!" Petronas men shouted back, crying out
the name of their commander.

Krigpos drew his sword. He was no skilled soldier, but had learned that did not always matter in the
confusion of the battlefield. A company of Haogal, the sharpened edges of their axe blades glittering in
the spring sunshine, formed up in front of him to try to make sure he did no fighting in any case. Hed
given up arguing with them. He knew he might see action in spite of them; not even a captain of



guardsmen could aways outguess combt.

Arrows flew in beautiful, deadly arcs. Men fell from their saddles. Some thrashed and tried to rise; others
lay till. Horsesfdl, too, crushing riders beneath them. Animas and men screamed together. More
horses, wounded but not felled, ran wild, carrying the soldiers on them out of the fight and injecting chaos
into their comrades nesat ranks.

The two lines closed with each other. Now, here and there, men thrust with light lances and dashed with
sabers rather than shooting arrows at one another. The din of shouts and shrieks, drumming hooves, and
clashing metal was deafening. Peering thisway and that, Krigpos could see no great advantage for either
gde

Helooked acrossthe line, toward that other imperia banner. With asmall shock, he recognized
Petronas, partly by the gilded armor and red boots his rival also wore, more by the arrogant ease with
which Anthimos uncle sat his horse. Petronas saw him, too; though they were a couple of hundred yards
apart, Krisposfdt their eyeslock. Petronas siwung his sword down, straight at Krispos. He and the men
around him spurred their mounts forward.

Krigpos dug hisroweled hedsinto Progress flanks. The big bay gelding squealed in pain and fury and
bounded ahead. The Halogal, though, were waiting for Krigpos. One big man after another grabbed at
Progress reins, at hisbridle, at therest of histrappings. "L et me through, curse you!" Krispos raged.

"No, Mgesty, no," the northerners yelled back. "We will settle the rebed for you.”

Petronas and his companions were very close now. He had no Haloga guards, but the men who rode
with him had to be his closest retainers, the bravest and most loyd of his host. Sabers upraised and
gleaming, lances poised and ready, they crashed into the ranks of the imperia bodyguards.

For dl the tales he had heard, Krigpos had never actually seen the Halogai fight before. Their first couple
of ranks smply went down, bowled over by their foes horses or speared before they were close enough
to swing their axes. But Petronas men fell, too; their chain mail might have been linen for dl it did to keep
those great axes from their flesh. Their horses, which wore no armor, suffered worse. The axes abbatoir
workers used to daughter beeves were shorter, lighter, and less keen than the onesin the northerners
strong hands. One well-placed blow dropped any horsein itstracks, another usualy sufficed for itsrider.

A barricade of flesh, some dead, some writhing, quickly formed between Krigpos men and Petronas.
The Haoga hacked over it. Petronas mounted men kept trying to bull their way through. The ranks of
the guardsmen thinned. Krispos found himsdlf ever closer to the fighting front. Now the Halogal, battling
for surviva themsalves, could not keep him away.

And there was Petronas! Red smeared his saber; no one had told him he was too preciousto risk.
Krispos spurred Progress toward him. With warrior's instinct, Petronas head whipped round. He snarled
at Krigpos, blocked his cut, and returned one that clattered off Krispos helmet.

They cursed each other, the same wordsin both their mouths. "Thief! Bandit! Bastard! Robber!
Whoreson!"

More Haloga il stood than Petronas companions. Shouting Krispos name, they surged toward the
rebel. Petronas was too old a soldier to stay and be daughtered. Along with those of his guards who yet
lived, he pulled back, pausing only to shake hisfist onelast time at Krispos. Krigpos answered with a
two-fingered gesture held learned on the streets of Videssos the city.

The center had held. Krispos looked round to see how the rest of the battle was doing. It still hung in the



balance. His own line sagged alittle on the | eft, Petronas on the right. Neither commander had enough
troopsto pull some out of line and explait his smal advantage without the risk of giving hisfoe abigger
one. And so men hacked and thrust and hit and swore and bled, all to keep matters exactly asthey had
been before the battle started.

That tore at Krigpos. To hisway of thinking, if war had any purpose whatsoever, it was to make change
quick and decisive. Such suffering with nothing to show for it seemed acruel waste.

But when he said as much to Mammianos, the genera shook his head. " Petronas has to go through you
before he can move on the capitd. A drawn fight gains him nothing. Thisisthefirst red test of fighting
skill and loyalty for your men. A draw for you is near as good as awin, because you show the Empire
you match him in those things. Given that, and given that you hold Videssosthe city, | like your chances

pretty well."

Reluctantly Krigpos nodded. Mammianos cool good sense was something hetried to cultivate in himself.
Applying it to thiswholesale production of human agony before him, though, took more salf-possesson
than he could easily find.

He started to tell that to Mammianos, but Mammianos was not listening. Like afarmer who scentsa
changein thewind a harvesttime and fearsfor his crop, the generd peered to the left. " Something's
happened there," he said, certainty in hisvoice. Krispos dso stared leftward. He needed longer than
Mammianos to recognize anew clumping of men at the wing, to hear the new shouts of alarm and fury
and, amoment later, triumph. The sweet that dripped from the end of his nose suddenly went cold.
"Someoné's turned traitor.”

"Aye." Mammianos packed aworld of meaning into asingle word. He bellowed for a courier and started
aseries of frantic ordersto plug the gap. Then he broke off and looked again. Asif againgt hiswill, agrin
of dishelief sretched itsalf over hisfat face. "By the good god,” he said softly. "It's one of theirs, going
over to us"

Since hefdt it himsdf, Krigpos understood Mammianos surprise. HeEd feared the reliability of hisown
troops, not Petronas. But sure enough, a sizable section—more than a company, perhapsas much asa
regiment—of Petronas army was now shouting "Krispod!"

And the defectors did more than shout. They turned on the men to their immediate right, the men who
held the rightmost position in Petronas line. Beset by them aswell as by Krispos own supporters, the
flank guards broke and fled in wild confusion.

Mammianos amazement did not paralyze him for long. Though held done nothing to force the bresk in
Petronas line, he knew how to exploit it once it was there. He sent the left wing of Krispos army around
Petronas shattered right, seeking to roll up thewhole rebd army.

But Petronas aso knew his business. He did not try to salvage a battle aready logt. Instead, he dropped
athin line back from the sump of hisarmy's broken right wing, preventing Krispos men from
surrounding too many more of hisown. Hisforces gave ground al aong their line now, but nowhere
except on thefar right did they yield to panic. They were beaten, but remained an army. Breaking off
combat alittle at atime, they retreated west toward Resaina. Krigpos wanted to pressthe pursuit hard,
but still did not fedl sure enough of himsdlf as battlefield commander to override Mammianos, who kept
the army under tight control. The bulk of Petronas troops escaped to the camp they had occupied before
they came out to fight, leaving Krigpos men in possession of thefield.

Hedler-priests went from man to wounded man, first a arun, then at awalk, and findly at adrunken
shambl e as the exhaudtion of their trade took its toll on them. More mundane leeches, men who worked



without the aid of magic, saw to soldierswith minor wounds, here sewing up acut, there splashing an
adtringent lotion onto flesh lacerated when chain mail was driven through padding and leather undertunic
dike.

And Krispos, surrounded not only by the surviving Halogai of theimperid guard but also by most of
Sarkis cavalry regiment, approached the troopers whose defection had cost Petronas the fight. He and
all hismen stayed ready for anything; Petronas was devious enough to throw away a battle to set up an
assassnation.

The leader of the unitsthat had changed sides saw Krispos coming. He rode toward him. Krispos had
the odd fedling he'd seen the fellow before, though he was sure he had not. The middle-age officer,
plainly anoble, was short and dim, with anarrow face, athin arched nose, and aneat beard the color of
hisiron hemet. He sat hisright fist over hisheart in salute to Krispos. "Y our Mgesty," he said. Hisvoice
was aresonant tenor.

"My thanksfor your aid there, excellent sir," Krigpos said. He wondered how big areward the officer
would want for it. I fear | don't know your name."

"l am Rhisoulphos," the fellow said, asif Krigpos ought to know who Rhisoulphos was.

After amoment, hedid. "You're Dardsfather," he blurted. No wonder the man looked familiar! ™Y our
daughter takes after you, excdlent sir.”

"So I've been told.” Rhisoulphos et out a short bark of laughter. "1 daresay she wears the face better than
| do, though.”

Mammianos studied Dara's father, then said, "What was the Avtokrator's kinsman by marriage doing in
the ranks of the Avtokrator's foes?' Suspicion made histone harsh. Krisposleaned forward in his saddle
to hear how Rhisoulphoswould reply.

The noble dipped his head first to Mammianos, then to Krispos. "Please recdl that, until Anthimos
walked the bridge between light and ice, | was aso Petronas kinsman by marriage. And after Anthimos
did die—" Rhisoulphos looked Krigposfull in the face. "—I was not sure what sort of arrangement you
had with my daughter, your Mgesty."

Sometimes Krigpos aso wondered what sort of arrangement he had with Dara. Hesaid, "Y ou have a
grandson who will be Emperor, excdlent Sr." That remained true no matter who Phostis father was, he
thought. He fdlt like giving his head awry shake, but wastoo well schooled to reved himself soin front of

Rhisoulphos.

He saw he had said the right thing. Rhisoulphos eyes, so like Daraswith their dightly folded inner lids,
softened. Hisfather-in-law said, "So | heard, and it set me thinking: what would that boy beif Petronas
won the throne? The only answer | saw was an obstacle and a danger to him. | showed Petronas none of
my thoughts, of course. | pledged him my loyalty again and again, loudly and rather stupidly.”

"A nicetouch,” Mammianos said. Hiseyes did toward Krigpos. Krigpos read them without difficulty: if
Rhisoulphos could befool Petronas, he was a man who needed watching.

Krispos had dready worked that out for himself. Now, though, he could only acknowledge Rhisoulphos
ad. "Our first meeting was wdll timed, excdlent Sr," he said. "After Petronasis beaten, | will show you all
the honor the Avtokrator's father-in-law deserves.”

Rhisoulphos bowed in the saddle. "1 will do my best to earn that honor on the field, your Majesty. | know



my soldierswill support me—and you."

"I'm sure they will," Krigpos said, resolving to use Rhisoulphos men but not to trust them with any truly
vital task until Petronas was no longer athreat. "Now perhaps you will join my other advisors aswe plan
how to take advantage of what we've won with your help.”

"l am at your service, your Mgesty." Rhisoulphos did down from his horse and walked over to the
imperia tent. Seeing that Krispos did not object, the Halogai in front of the entrance bowed and let him
pass. Krigpos also dismounted. Grunting and wheezing with effort, so did Mammianos.

Along with Rhisoul phos, Sarkis and Trokoundos the mage waited inside the tent for Krigpos. They rose
and bowed when he camein. "A finefight, your Mgesty," Sarkis said enthusiagticaly. "One morelikeit
and well smash thisrebellion to bloody bits” Therest of the soldiersloudly agreed. Even Trokoundos
nodded. "I don't want another battle, not if | can helpit,” Krigpos said. The other men in the tent stared at
him. He continued. "If | can, | want to make Petronas give up without more fighting. Everyonewho falls
inthecivil war, on my side or his, could have fought for me againgt Harvas. The fewer who fdl, then, the
better.”

"Admirable, your Mgesty," Mammianos rumbled. "How do you proposeto bring it off?* Hisexpresson
said he did not think Krispos could.

Krispos spoke for several minutes. By the time he was done, he saw Rhisoulphos and Sarkis running
absentminded fingers through their beards as they thought. Finally Rhisoulphos said, "It might work, a
that.”

"Soit might," Sarkissaid. He grinned at Krispos. "1 wasn't wrong, your Mgesty—you arealively man to
serve under. We have asaying in VVaspurakan about your kind—'sneaky as a prince out to deep with
another man's princess." "

Everyonein thetent laughed. "1 have a princess of my own, thank you," Krigpos said, which won him an
approving glance from Rhisoul phos. His own mirth soon faded, though; he remembered the days when
Dara had not been his, and how the two of them had both done some sneaking to be able to deep with
each other. Sarkis Vaspurakaner saying held teeth the officer did not know about.

Mammianos yawn amost split hishead intwo. "Let'sget on withit," he said. "The Emperor's scheme has
to movetonight if it movesat al, and afterward | aim to deep. If the scheme doesn't come off—maybe
even if it does—well have more fighting in the morning, and | for oneam not so young as| usedto be. |
need rests between rounds, in battle asin other things.”

"Sad but true," said Rhisoulphos, who was within afew years of thefat generd's age. He yawned, too,
less cavernoudy.

"Go get some of your scouts, Sarkis," Krigpos said. "They're the proper men for the plan.” Sarkis sauted
and hurried away. Along with the rest of his companions, Krispos stepped outside the tent to await his
return. A couple of Haoga stayed amogt within arm's length of him, their axes a the ready, their eyes
never leaving Rhisoulphos. He must have known they were watching him, and why, but gave no sign.
Krigpos admired his sangfroid.

A few minuteslater Sarkis returned with fifteen or twenty soldiers. "All young and unmarried, asyou
asked,” hetold Krigpos. "They don't careif they live or die”

The scouts thought that was very funny. Their teeth gleamed whitely in their dirty faces asthey chuckled.
Krisposredized that what Sarkis had said was literdly true for most of them; they did not believein the



possibility of their own desths, not down deep. Had he been so foolish himself, ten or twelve years
before? He probably had.

"Hereswhat | want you to do," he said, and the scouts drew closer to listen. "'l want you to get into
Petronas camp tonight, when everything thereis still in disorder. | don't care whether you pretend to be
his soldiers or you take off your armor and make asif you're farmers from around here. Whatever you
do, you need to get among his men. | don't order this of you. Anyone who doesn't careto risk it may
leave now."

No oneléeft. "What do we do once werein there, Mgesty?" one of the scouts asked. The light from the
campfires played up the glitter of excitement in hiseyes. To him it was al agame, Krispos thought. He
breathed a prayer to Phos that the youngster would come through safe.

"Herdswhat," he answered. "Remind Petronas soldiersthat | offered him amnesty, and tell them they
can haveit, too, for the asking ... if they don't wait too long. Tell them I'll give them three days. After that,
welll attack again, and welll treat any we capture as enemies.”

The young men looked at one another. " Sneaky as a prince out to deep with another man's princess,”
one of them said with astrong V aspurakaner accent. As Sarkis had, he sounded admiring.

When they saw Krigpos was done, the scouts scattered. Krispos watched them dip out of camp,
heading west. Some rode out, armed and armored; othersleft on foot, wearing knee-length linen tunics
and sanddls.

Mammianos watched them go, too. After the last one was gone, he turned to Krigpos and asked, "Now
what?'

"Now," Krigpos said, picking aphrase more likely in Barsymes mouth than his own, "we await
developments.”

The flood of deserters held hoped for did not materidize. A few riders came over from the rebe camp,
but Petronas cavary pickets stayed dert and aggressive. If they'd given up on the chief they followed,
they showed no sign of it.

To Krigpos relief, dl his own scouts managed to return safely. He would have felt dreadful, sacrificing
them without gaining the advantage he'd expected. On thethird day after held sent them out, he began
readying hisforcesfor an attack on the morrow. "Since | warned Petronas men, | can't make mysalf out
aliar now," hetold Mammianos.

"No, your Mgesty," Mammianos agreed mournfully. "I might wish, though, that you hadn't been so exact.
Since Petronas must know we're coming, who can guess what sort of mischief hell have waiting for us?'
Without words, his round face said, You wouldn't be in this mess if you'd listened to me.

Krigpos did not need to be reminded of that. Thinking to save lives, hed probably cost Videssos—and
his own sdein particular—agood many men instead. As he sought histent that evening, he told himsaif
that he had generds along for areason, and kicked himsdf for ignoring Mammianos sage adviceto
pursue his own scheme.

Thanksto hisworry, hetook awhileto fall adegp. Once dumber took him, he dept soundly; he had long
sncelearned to ignore the usud run of camp noises. The commotion that woke him was nothing usual.
He grabbed sword and shield and clapped ahelmet on his head before he peered out through the tentflap



to see what was going on.

Hisfirst thought was that Petronas had decided to beat him to the punch with anight attack. But whilethe
noise outside was tremendous, it was not the din of battle. "It sounds like afestival,” he said, morethan a
littleindignant.

Geirrod and Vagn stood guard in front of histent. They turned to look a him. "Good you're up,
Maesty," Geirrod said. "Wed have roused you any time now, had the clamor not doneit for us. Two of
Petronas best generasjust cameinto camp.”

"Did they?" Krispos said softly. "Wdll, by the good god.” Just then Mammianos came out of histent,
which was next to Krigoos. Krigposfet like putting histhumbsin his ears, twiddling hisfingers, and
gticking out histongue at the fat generd. Instead, he smply waited for Mammianosto notice him.

The generd's own guards must have given him the news. He glanced over toward the imperid tent and
saw Krigposthere. Sowly and ddliberately, he cameto attention and saluted. A moment later, asif
deciding that was not enough, he doffed hishem aswell.

Krispos waved back, then asked the guards, "Who are these generals, anyway?"
"Vlases and Dardaparos, their names are, Magesty," Geirrod said.

To Krigposthey were only names. He said, "Have them fetched here. What they can tell me of Petronas
and hisarmy will be beyond price." Asthe Halogawaked off to do hisbidding, Krispos waved
Mammianos over. He was sure his general would know everything worth knowing about them.

Guards brought up the pair of deserterswithin a couple of minutes. One officer wastall and thickst,
though muscular rather than fat like Mammianos. He proved to be Vlases. Dardaparos, on the other
hand, was smdll, skinny, and bowlegged from alifetime spent in the saddle; by looks, he might have been
father to some of Sarkis scouts. He and his comrade both went down in proskynesis before Krispos,
touching their foreheads to the ground. "Mgjesty,” they said together.

Krispos et them stay prostrate a beat longer than he would have with men he fully trusted. After hetold
them to rise, he asked, "How long ago did you last give Petronasimperia honors?!

Dardaparos spoke for both of them. "Earlier this evening. But we came here trusting your amnesty, your
Magesty. Well serveyou asloyally as ever we served him."

"Theresafine promise," Mammianos growled. "Does it mean you'll desert the Avtokrator just when he
needsyou most?'

"Surely not, Mammianos," Krispos said smoothly, seeing Dardaparos and Vlases stiffen. To them he
added, "And my promiseis good—you'll not be harmed. Tell me, though, what made you decide to
come over to menow?'

"Majesty, we decided you'd likely win with us or without us," Vlases answered. His voice made Krigpos
blink. It was ahigh, sweet tenor, as surprising from such a big man as Trokoundos bassfrom asmall
one. He went on. "Petronas said you were nothing but ajumped-up stable boy, begging your pardon,
your Maesty. The campaign you've run againgt him showed us different, though.”

Dardaparos nodded. "Aye, that's how it was, your Mgesty. Any time an able man holds Videssosthe
city, arebd'sin deep from the get-go. Y ou're abler than we thought when wefirst picked Petronas. We
were wrong, and own it now."



Krigpos drew Mammianosto one side. "What do you think?" he asked quietly.

"I'minclined to believe them." Mammianos sounded asif he regretted hisinclination. "If they'd told you
they couldn't stand the idea of being traitors any more, or some such high-sounding tripe, I'd keep 'em
under guard—in irons, too, most likely. But I've known both of 'em for years, and they havea
keen-honed sense of wherether interest lies.”

"That'sabout as| saw it." Krigposwalked back over to the generds. "Very well, excdlent airs, |
welcome you to my cause. Now tell me how you think Petronas will dispose hisforces to meet the attack
| intend to make tomorrow."

"He won't dispose them so well, with us gone," Dardaparos said at once. Krispos had no idea how good
agenerd hewas, but he certainly had ahigh officer's sense of sdf-worth.

"Likely hewon'," Krispos said. He found himsdlf yawning enormoudy. "Excellent sirs, on second thought
I'm going to leave the rest of your questioning to Mammianos here. And | hope you will forgive me, but |
intend to keep you under guard until after the fighting is done tomorrow. | don't know what harm you
could do methere, but 1'd sooner not find out."

"Spoken like asensible man, your Magesty,” Vlases said. "Y ou may welcome us, but you have no reason
to trust us. By thelord with the great and good mind, well give you reason soon enough.”

He stooped, found atwig, and started drawing in the dirt. Grunting with the effort it cost him,
Mammianos aso stooped. Krigpos watched for afew minutes as Vlaseslaid out Petronas plans, then
yawned again, even more widely than before. By the time he sought his cot, though, he'd learned enough
to decide that the movements he and Mammianos had already devised would gtill serve hisaims.

They would, that is, if VIases and Dardaparos spoke the truth. He suddenly redlized he could find out if
they did. He sprang from bed once more, shouting for Trokoundos. The mage appeared shortly, dapper
asever. Krispos explained what he wanted.

"Aye, thetwo-mirror trick will tell whether they lie," Trokoundos said, "but it may not tell you everything
you need to know. It won't tell you what changes Petronas has made in his plans because they deserted.
And it won't tell whether he encouraged them to go over to you, maybe so subtly they don't even grasp it
themsdlves, just for the sake of putting you in confusion and doubt like this.”

"| can't believethat. They'retwo of hisbest men." But Krigpos sounded unsure, even to himsdlf. Petronas
was ameaster of the game of glove within glove within glove. Hed twisted Anthimos round hisfinger for
years. If he wanted to manipulate a couple of his generals, Krigpos was convinced he could.

Angrily Krigpos shook hishead. A fine state of affairs, when even learning the truth could not tell him
whether to change his plans or keep them. "Find out what you can,” he told Trokoundos.

Once Trokoundos had gone, Krispos lay down again. Now, though, deep was dower coming. And after
Krispos eyes closed and his breathing grew deep and regular, he dreamed he followed Petronas down a
path that twisted back on itself until Petronaswasfollowing him ...

After anight of such dreams, waking to the certainty of morning was ardief. Krigoos found himself
looking forward to battlein away he never had before. For good or ill, battle would yield but one
outcome, not the endlesdy entrapping webs of possibility through which he had struggled in the darkness.

AsKrigpos gnawed a hard roll and drank sour wine from aleather jack, Trokoundos came up to report:



"So far as Dardaparos and Vlases know, they're honest traitors, at any rate.”

"Good," Krigpos said. Trokoundos, duty done, departed, leaving Krispos to chew on his phrasing.
Honest traitors? The words could have come straight from his near nightmare.

Scrambling up into Progress saddle gave him the same fedling of release held known on waking, the
fedling that something definite was about to happen. The Haloga guardsmen had to stay tight around him
to keep him from spurring ahead of the army to the scouts who led its advance.

Before the day was very old, those scouts began trading arrows with the ones Petronas had sent out.
Petronas men drew back; they werefar in advance of their own army, while Krispos main body of
troops trotted on, close behind his scouting parties. Had he not aready known where Petronas force lay,
the retresting scouts would have led him to it.

Petronas camp wasin the middle of abroad, scrubby pasture, placed so no one could take it unawares.
Therebd'sforces stood in line of battle haf amilein front of their tents and pavilions. Petronas imperia
banner flapped defiantly at the center of their line.

Mammianos glanced at Krispos. "Aswe set it up?'

"Aye" Krigpossaid. "l think welll keep him too busy to cut usin haf." He showed histeeth in what was
amost asmile. "Wed better.”

"That's true enough.” Mammianos haf grunted, haf chuckled. He yelled to the army musicians. Horns,
drums, and pipes sent companies of horsemen galloping from the second rank to either wing asthey bore
down on Petronas force.

The rebels were dso moving forward; the momentum of horse and rider played avita part in mounted
warfare. Petronas had musicians of hisown. Their martial blare shifted his deploymentsto match
Krispos.

"Good," Krigpos said. "He's dancing to our tune for a change.” Hed most feared Petronastrying to
smash through hisarmy's deliberately weakened center. Now—he hoped—the fight would be on his
terms.

Arrowsflew. So did war cries. The rebels still acclaimed Petronas. Along with Krispos name, hismen
had othersto hurl at their foes—those of Rhisoulphos, Vlases, and Dardaparos. They also shouted one
thing more. "Amnesty! We sparethose who yield!"

The armies collided first at the wings. Saber and lance took over for the bow. Despite defections,
Petronas men fought fiercely. Krispos bit hislip as he watched his own troops held in place. The
treachery held looked for smply was not there,

When he complained of that, Mammianos said, "Can't be helped, your Mgesty. But aren't you glad to be
worrying over theloyalty of the other fellow's army and not your own?”

"Yes, asamatter of fact,” Kripossaid. Only last fal hed wondered if any Videssian soldiersat al would
cleaveto him. Only days before hed wondered if hisarmy would hold together through combat. Now
Petronas bowelswere the ones that griped at each collision of men. Amazing what avictory could do,
Krigpos thought.

The fight ground on. Thanksto Rhisoulphos defection, Krispos had more men in it than Petronas.
Rhisoulphos men were not in ahotly engaged part of the line—they held the middle of the right wing. But
their presence freed up other warriorsfor the attack. The men on the extreme right of Petronas line



found themsdvesfirst outnumbered, then outflanked.

They bent back. That was not enough to save them; Krispos horsemen, scenting victory, folded round
them like awolf'sjaws closing on atasty gobbet of mesat. Petronas men were brave and loyd. For half
an hour and more, they fought desperately, salling themselves dear for their comrades sake. But flesh
and blood will only bear so much. Soldiers began casting swords and lances to the ground and raising
their handsin token of surrender.

Once the yielding started—and once Petronas men saw that, as promised, those who yielded were not
butchered—it ran from the end of Petronas line toward the middle. Theline shook, like aman with an
ague. Shouting, Krispos warriors pressed hard.

All a once Petronas army broke into fragments. Some men fled thefield, sngly and in smal groups.
More, sometimes whole companies a atime, threw down their weapons and surrendered. A hard core
of perhaps three thousand men, Petronas firmest followers, withdrew in abody toward hill country that
corrugated the horizon toward the northwest.

"After them!" Krigpos cried in high excitement, pounding hisfist agains Mammianos armored shoulder.
"Dont let aone of them get away!"

"Aye, Mgesty." Mammianos shouted for couriers and stabbed hisfinger out toward Petronas retreating
soldiers. Heroared ordersthat, properly carried out, would have bagged every fugitive.

Somehow, though, the pursuit did not quite come off. Some of Krispos men rode after Petronas hard
core of strength. But others were gtill busy accepting surrenders, or relieving of their portable property
soldierswho had surrendered. Still others made for Petronas camp, which lay before them, tempting asa
naked woman with an inviting smile. And so Petronas followers, though in arunning fight al theway,
reached the hills and set up arear guard to hold the gap through which they fled.

By the time the column that had given chase to Petronas returned empty-handed, night wasfdling.
Krigpos swore when he found out they had failed. "By the lord with the great and good mind, I'd liketo
send the foolswho stopped to plunder straight to theice," he raged.

"And if you did, you'd have hardly more men | eft than those who escaped with Petronas,” Sarkis said.
"They should have chased Petronasfirst and plundered later,” Krispos said.

Sarkis answered with ashrug. "Common soldiers don't grow rich on army pay, your Mgesty. They're
lucky to hold their own. If they see the chance to sted something worth stealing, they'regoingtodoit.”

"And think, your Maesty,” Mammianos added soothingly, "had everyone gone after Petronas, who
would have protected you if hismen decided dl a once to remember their dlegiance?’

"I should have gone after Petronas myself,” Krigpos said, but then he let the matter drop. What was done
was done; no matter how he complained, he could not bring back an opportunity lost. That did not mean
he forgot. Hefiled thefailure away in hismind, resolving not to let it happen again with any army of his.

"Any way you look at it, Mgesty, we won quite avictory,” Mammianos said. "Herés agreat haul of
prisoners, Petronas camp taken—"

"I'll not deny it," Krispos said. He'd hoped to win the whole war today, not just a battle, but, as hed just
reminded himsdlf, one took what one got. He was not so mean-spirited asto forget that. He undid histin
canteen from his belt, raised it, then swigged abig gulp of the rough wine the army drank. "To victory!"
he shouted.



Everyone who heard him—uwhich meant agood part of the army—turned at the sound of hisvoice. Ina
moment, bedlam filled the camp. "To victory!" soldiers roared. Some, like Krigpos, toasted it. Others
capered round campfires, filled with triumph or smplerelief & being dive.

And others, the crueler few, taunted the prisonersthey had taken. The former followers of Petronas,
disarmed now, dared not reply. From taunts, some of the ruffians moved on to roughing up their captives.
Krisposdid not care to think about how far their ingenuity might take them if he gave them freerein.

Hand on sword hilt, he stalked toward the nastiest of the little games nearby. Without his asking, Halogai
formed up around him. Narvikkasaid, "Aye, Mgesty, theresadea of usinyou, | tink. Youlook likea
man about to go killing mad.”

"That'show | fed." Krispos grabbed the shoulder of atrooper who had been amusing himself by
stomping on a prisoner's toes. The man whirled round angrily when his sport was interrupted. The curse
in his mouth died ungpoken. Quickly, shaking with fear, he prostrated himsdlf.

Krigposwaited till he wasflat on hisbely, then kicked him in theribs. Pain shot up hisleg—thefdlow
wore chain mail. By the way he twisted and grabbed at himsdlf, hefdt the kick, too, through links,
leather, and padding. Krigpos said, "Isthat how you give amnesty: tormenting aman who can't fight
back?'

"N-no, Mgesty," thefellow got out. "Jus—having alittlefun, isal."

"Maybe you were. | don't think hewas." Krigpos kicked the trooper again, not quite so hard thistime.
The man grunted, but otherwise bore it without flinching. Krispos drew back hisfoot and asked, "Or do
you enjoy it when | do this? Answer me!"

"No, Maesty." Overbearing while on top, the soldier shrank in on himsalf when confronted with power
greater than his petty share.

"All right, then. If you ever want to get mercy, or deserveit, you'd best give it when you can. Now get
out of here." The soldier scrambled to hisfeet and fled. Krispos glared around. "Hurting a man who's

yielded, especially one who's promised amnesty, is Skotos work. The next trooper who's caught at it
gets stripes and dismissa without pay. Does everyone understand?”

If anybody had doubts, he kept them to himsdlf. In the face of Krigpos anger, the camp went from
boisterous to solemn and quiet in moments. Into that sudden silence, the fellow held rescued said, "Phos
blessyou, your Mg esty. That was done like an Avtokrator."

"Aye." Several Halogai rumbled agreement.

"If I havethejob, | should liveup toit." Krisgoos glanced over at the prisoner. "Why did you fight against
mein thefirs place?’

"I come from Petronas estates. He is my master. He was aways good to me; | figured held be good for
the Empire." He studied Krispos, his head cocked to one side. "I still reckon that might be so, but looks
to me now like he'snot the only one.

"l hope not." Krigpos wondered how many men throughout the Empire of Videssos could run it capably
if they somehow found themsalves on the throne. Hed never had that thought before. More than afew,
he decided, alittle bemused. But he was the one with the job, and he amed to keep it.

"What isit, Mgesty?' Narvikka asked. "By the furrow of your brow, I'd guess aweighty thought.”



"Not redly." Laughing, Krigpos explained.

Narvikkasaid, "Bethink yourself on your good fortune, Mgesty: of al those might-be Avtokrators, only
Petronas wears the red bootsin your despite.”

"Even Petronas is one man too many in them." Krigpos turned to go back to histent, then stopped. A
grin of pure mischief dowly spread over hisface. "'l know just how to get him out of them, too." Hisvoice
rose. "Trokoundos!"

The mage hurried over to him. "How may | serve your Mgesty?' he asked, bowing.
Krigpostold Trokoundos what he needed, then said anxioudy, "Thisisn't battle magic, isit?"

Trokoundos heavy-lidded eyes haf closed as he considered. At last he said, "It shouldn't be. And even if
Petronas person iswarded, asit's sure to be, who would think of protecting his boots?* Hissmilewasa
dyer version of Krigpos. "The more so aswe won't do them abit of harm.”

"Sowewont," Krispossad. "But, thelord with the greaet and good mind willing, well do someto
Petronas.”

Petronas, as was his habit, woke soon after dawn. His back and shoulders ached; too many years of
degping soft in Videssos the city—aye, and even when he took the fiel d—left him unused to making do
with asingle blanket for abedroll. At that, he was luckier than most of the men who still cloveto him, for
he had atent to shelter him from the nighttime chill. Theirswerelost, booty now for the army that
followed Krispos.

"Krigpos" Petronas mouthed the name, making it into a curse. He cursed himsdlf, too, for he had first
taken Krigposinto his own household, then introduced him into Anthimos.

Hed never imagined Krigpos influence with his nephew could rival hisown—till the day he found
himsdlf, his head shorn, cast into the monastery of the holy Skirios. He ran ahand through his hair. Only
now, most of ayear after held dipped out of the monastery, did he have a proper man's growth once
more.

Hed never imagined Krispos would dare sei ze the throne, or that Krispos could govern once he had
it—everyone, held been sure, would flock to his own banner. But it had not happened so. Petronas
cursed himself again, for putting that fat fool of aMammianosin aplace that had proven so important.

And with that fat fool, Krispos had beaten him twice now— and by the good god, Petronas had never
imagined that! Just how badly he'd underestimated Krispos, and Krispos knack for getting other people
to do what he needed, was only now sinking in, when it was on the very edge of being too late.

Petronas clenched afist. "No, by Phos, not too late!™ he said out loud. He pissed in a chamber
pot—likely the last of those l€ft to his army—then decked himsdf in the full imperid regdia

Seaing himin the rament rightfully his could only hearten his men, hetold himsdf.

He stooped to go out through the tent flap and walked over to his horse, which wastied nearby. He



gprang onto the beast's back with asurge of pride—he might be nearing sixty, but he could till ride. He
smiled mdicioudy to think of Gnatios, who quivered atop anything bigger than amule.

But as Petronas rode through the camp, hissmile faded. Y ears of gauging armies tempers made him
worry about this one. The men were restive and discouraged; he did not like the way they refused to
meet hiseye. When asoldier did ook hisway, he liked the fellow's stare even less. "By theice, what are
you gaping a?' he snarled.

The trooper looked gpprehensive at being singled out. "B-begging your pardon, your Mg esty, but why
did you don black boots to wear with your fine robe and crown?”

"Areyou mad?' Petronastook hisleft foot from the stirrup and kicked hisleg up and down. "This boot's
asred asaman'sarse after aweek in the saddle”

"Begging your pardon again, Maesty, but it looks black to me. So does the right one, sr—uh, sire. May
theicetekemeif | lie"

"Areyou telling me | don't know red when | seeit?" Petronas asked dangeroudy. He looked down at his
boots. They were both amost satisfactory crimson, the exact imperia shade. Petronas had seen it worn
by hisfather, by his brother, and by his nephew; it was asfamiliar to him as the back of hishand— more
familiar than his own face, for sometimes he did not see amirror for weeks at a stretch.

Instead of answering him directly, the trooper turned to his mates. "Tdl hisMgesty, lads. Arethose
bootsred or are they black?'

"They'reblack," the soldiers said in one voice. Now it was Petronas turn to stare at them; he could not
doubt they meant what they said. One man added, " Seems an unchancy thing to me, wearing aprivate
citizen'sbootswith all thet fancy imperid gear.”

Another said, "Aye, there'sno good omen in that." Severa troopers drew Phos sun-circle over their
hearts.

Petronas glanced at hisboots again. They gtill looked red to him. If his men did not see them so—he
shivered. That omen seemed bad to him, too, asif he had no right to the imperia throne. He clenched his
teeth against the idea that Phos had turned away from him and toward that accursed upstart Krispos...

The moment hisriva's name entered his mind, he knew Phos was not the one who had arranged the
omen. He shouted for hiswizard. " Skeparnas!” When the mage did not appear at once, he shouted
again, louder thistime. " Skeparnas!”

Skeparnas picked hisway through the soldiers. He was atdl, thin man with along, lean face, abeard
waxed to apoint, and the longest fingers Petronas had ever seen. "How may | serve you, your Mgesty?'

"What color are my boots?' Petronas demanded.

He'd seldom seen Skeparnas taken aback, but now the wizard blinked and drew back half astep. "To
me, your Mgesty, they look red,” he said cautioudly.

"To me, too," Petronas said. But before the words were out of his mouth, the soldiersall around set up a
clamor, ingsting they were black. " Shut up!" he roared at them. To Skeparnas he went on, more quietly,
"I think Krispos magicked them, the stinking son of a spotted snake.”

"Ahh." Skeparnas |eaned forward, like atower tilting after an earthquake. "Y es, that would be aclever
ploy, wouldn't it?" His handswrithed in quick passes; those spidery fingers seemed amost to knot



themselves together.
Suddenly Petronas soldiers called out: "They're red now, your Mgesty!"
"There, you see?" Petronas said triumphantly.

"A lovely spell, most marveloudy subtle,”" Skeparnas said with a connoisseur's gppreciation. "Not only
did it have no hold on you, it was also made to be invisible to anyone who perceived it with amage's eye,
thus perhgps delaying its discovery and alowing it to work the maximum amount of confusion.”

"Very fornicating lovely," Petronas sngpped. He raised his voice to address hismen. ™Y ou see, my
heroes, thereé's no omen here. Thiswas just more of Krigpos vile work, aiming to make you think
something's wrong when it's not. Just a cheap, miserable trick, not worth fretting over.”

He waited, hoping for an answering cheer. It did not come. Determinedly, though, he rode through the
army asif it had. He waved to the men, making his horse rear and caracole.

"How do we know those boots weren't redlly black till the mage spelled 'em red again?' one soldier
asked another as he came by. He rode on, but keeping hisface still after that was as hard asif he'd taken
alanceintheguts.

Trokoundos staggered, then steadied himself. "They've broken the spell," he gasped. "By the good god, |
could do with acup of wine." Greasy sweat covered hisfine-drawn features.

Krigpos poured with his own hand. "How much good do you think it's done?’

"No way to guess,” Trokoundos said, gasping again after hed drained the cup at asinglelong draft. "You
know how it is, Mgesty: If the soldiersare truly strong for Petronas, they'll stay with him come what
may. If they're wavering, the leadt little thing could seem abad omen to 'em.”

"Aye." More and more, Krigpos was coming to believe the art of leading men was akind of magic,
though not one sorcerers studied. What folk thought of aruler, oftentimes, seemed more important than
what heredly was.

"Shall | try the spell again this afternoon, Mgesty, or maybe tomorrow morning?" Trokoundos asked.

After some thought, Krigpos shook his head. "That would make them sure it was our sorcery, | think. If it
only happensthe once, they can't be certain quitewhat it is."

"Asyou wish, of course" Trokoundos said. "What then?"

"I'm going to let Petronas stew in his own juice for acouple of days," Krigpos answered. "When | do hit
him again, I'll hit hard. People who know this country have aready told me of other passes through the
hills, and he doesn't have enough men to cover them dl. If he sayswhereheis, | can leave enough men
here to keep him from bursting out onto the plain again, while | take the rest around to hit him from
behind."

"What if heflees?'

"If heflees now, after losing to metwice, hesming” Krispossad. "Thenit'sjust amatter of running him
to earth.”

While Petronas—he hoped—stewed, Krispos spent the next few days catching up on the dispatches that



never stopped coming from the capita. He approved acommercia treaty with Khatrish, scribbled minor
changes on an inheritance law before he affixed his sedl to it, commuted one death sentence where the
evidence looked flimsy, and let another stand.

Hewrote to Mavros of his second victory, then read through his foster brother's gossipy reports of
doingsin Videssos the city. From them, and from Daras occasional shorter notes, he gathered that
Phogtis, while till small, was doing well. Thet filled him with sober satisfaction; whether ababy lived to
grow up was awaysarall of thedice.

Mavros also forwarded dispatches from the war againgt Harvas Black-Robe. Krispos read and reread
those. Agapetos preemptive attack had bogged down, but he till stood on enemy soil. Maybe, Krispos
thought, the peasants near the northern border would be able to get in acrop in peace.

Other documents a so came from the city. Krigpos began to dread opening the ones sedled with sky-blue
wax. Every time he did, he read that Pyrrhos had deposed another priest or abbot for infractions that
seemed ever moretrivia. Casting aman from histemple for trimming his beard too close, for instance,
left Krigpos shaking his head. He wrote a series of increasingly blunt notesto the patriarch, urging
Pyrrhosto show restraint.

But restraint did not seem to be part of Pyrrhos vocabulary. Letters of protest also came to Krispos
from ousted clerics, from clerics afraid they would be ousted, and from delegations of prominent citizens
from several towns seeking protection for their locd priests.

More and more, Krispos wished he could have retained Gnatios as ecumenical patriarch. Hed never
imagined that one of his strongest dlies could become one of his greatest embarrassments. And yet
Pyrrhos remained zedlousin his behaf. With Petronas and Gnatios il to worry about, Krigpos put off a
decisonon hisrigorist patriarch.

He sent aholding force under Sarkis against the pass through which Petronas had fled, then led the rest
of the army north and west through another gap to get behind hisrival. His part of the army was just
entering that second pass when a courier from Sarkis galloped up on ablowing, foam-spattered horse.
The man was panting as hard asif held done dl that running himself. "Maesty!" he cdled. "Rgoice,
Magesty! We're through!™

"You'rethrough?' Krigpos stared at him. " Sarkis forced the pass, you mean?' That was good luck past
al expectation. Petronas knew how to find defensive positions. A handful of determined men could have
held the passfor days, so long asthey were not outflanked.

But the courier said, "L ooks like Petronas army's gone belly-up, the lord Sarkistold meto tell you.
Some have fled, more are yidding themsalves up. Thefight isn't in 'em anymore, Mgesty."

"By the good god," Krispos said softly. He wondered what part—if any—the magic he'd suggested had
played. Have to ask some prisoners, hetold himsdf before more urgent concerns drove the matter from
hismind. "What's become of Petronas, then? Has he surrendered?”

"No, Mgesty, no sign of him, nor of Gnatios, either. The lord Sarkis urges speed on you, to help round
up asmany flying soldiersaswe may."

"Yes" Krigposturned to Thvari, the captain of his Haloga guards. "Will you and your men ride pack
horses, brave gr, to help us move the faster?'

Thvari spoketo the guardsmen in their own dow, rolling speech. They shouted back, grinning and waving
their axes. "Aye," Thvari said unnecessarily. He added, "We would not missbeing in at thekill."



"Good." Krigpos called ordersto the army musicians. Thelong column briefly halted. The baggage-train
handlers shifted burdens on their animals, freeing up enough to accommodate the Haogai. They waved
away soldierswho wanted to help; men without their long-practiced skill at lashing and unlashing bundles
would only have dowed them down.

Themusiciansblew At the trot. The army started forward again. The Halogai were no horsemen, but
most managed to stay on their mounts and keep them headed in the right direction. That was plenty,
Krigpos thought. If they needed to fight, they would dismount.

"Where do you think Petronaswill goif hisarmy has broken up?' Krispos asked Mammianos.

Thefat generd tugged at his beard as he thought. " Some failed rebels might flee to Makuran, but | can't
see Petronas as cat's-paw for the King of Kings. Held sooner legp off adliff, | think. He might do that

anyway, your Mgesty, to keep you from gloating over him."
"l wouldn't gloat,” Krispos said.

Mammianos studied him. "Mmm, maybe not. But hewould if he caught you, and we always reckon
othersfrom oursalves. Likeliest, though, Petronasl| try and hole himsdf up somewhere, do what he can
againg you. Let methink ... There'san old fortress not too far from here, place caled—what in the name
of theice is the place called? Antigonos, that'swhat it is. That's as good a guess as any, and better than

"Well head there, then,” Krispos said. "Do you know the way?"
"l expect | could find it, but you'll have men who could do it quicker, I'll tell you that.”

A few questions called to the soldiers showed Krigpos that Mammianos was right. With a couple of
locdly raised menin the lead, the army pounded toward Antigonos. Krispos spent awhile worrying what
to do if Petronas was not in the fortress. Then he stopped worrying. His column was heading in the right
direction to cut off fugitives anyhow.

Theridersran into several bands from Petronas disintegrating army. None included the rival Emperor;
none of his men admitted knowing where he had gone. From what they said, he and some of his closest
followers had smply disappeared the morning before, leaving the rest of the men to fend for themsalves.
Onetrooper sad bitterly, "If I'd known the bugger'd run like that, | never would have followed him."

"Petronas thinks of hisown neck firgt," Mammianos said. Remembering his own dealings with Anthimos
uncle, Krispos nodded.

He and his men reached the fortress of Antigonos alittle before sunset. The fortress perched atop atall
hill and surveyed the surrounding countryside like avulture peering out from abranch on top of ahigh
tree. Theiron-faced wooden gate was dammed shut; athin column of cooksmoke roseinto the sky from
the citadd.

"Somebody's home," Krispos said. "I wonder who." Beside him, Mammianos barked laughter. Krigpos
turned to themusicians. "Blow Parley."

The call rang out severa times before anyone gppeared on the wall to answer it. "Will you yidd?
Krispos cdled, aminor magic of Trokoundos projecting hisvoice beyond bowshot. "I till offer amnesty
to soldiers and safe passage back to the monastery for Petronas and Gnatios."

"I'll never trust mysdlf to you, wretch," shouted the man on thewall.



Krispos started dightly to recognize Petronas voice. It, too, carried; Well, Krispos thought, 1've known
he had a mage along since he broke the spell on his boots. He touched the amulet he wore with his
lucky goldpiece. Petronas used wizards for purposes darker than extending the range of hisvoice.
Without Trokoundos by him, Krigpos would have feared to confront hisfoe so closdly.

"I could have ordered you killed the moment | took the throne." Krigposwondered if he should have
donejust that. Shrugging to himself, hewent on, "1 have no specid yen for your blood. Only pledge youl
live quietly among the monks and let me get on with running the Empire.”

"My Empire," Petronasroared.

"Y our empireisthat fortress you're huddling in," Krispos said. "The rest of Videssos acknowledges
me—and my patriarch.” If he was stuck with Pyrrhaos, he thought, he ought to get some use out of him,
even if only to make Petronaswrithein his cage.

"To theicewith your patriarch, the Phos-drunk fanatic!”

Krispos smiled. For once, he and Petronas agreed on something. He had no intention of letting hisriva
know it. He said, "Y oure walled up astightly here as you would be in the monastery of the holy Skirios.
How do you propose to get away? 'Y ou might as well give up and go back to the monastery.”

"Never!" Petronas stamped down off thewall. His curses remained audible. He must have noticed that
and 9gnded to hismagician, for they cut off in the middle of afoul word.

Krispos nodded to Trokoundos, who chanted a brief spell. When Krigpos spoke again, amoment later,
hisvoice had only its usua power once more. "He won't be easy to pry out of there.”

"Not without asiege train, which we don't have with us,” Mammianos agreed. "Not unlesswe can Sarve
him out, anyway."

Rhisoul phos stood close by, looking up at the spot on the wall that Petronas had just vacated. He shook
his head at Mammianos words. "He has supplies for monthsin there. He spent the winter strengthening
the place againgt the chance that the war would turn againgt him."

"Smart of him." Mammianos aso glanced toward the fortress of Antigonos. "Aye, hesnear asclever as
hethinksheis."

"Well send for asiegetrain, by the good god, and sit round the fortresstill it getshere,” Krispossaid. "If
Petronas wantsto play at being Avtokrator insdetill the rams start pounding on thewalls, that's al right
withme"

"Y our sitting here may be just what he wants," Trokoundos said. "Remember that he tried onceto day
you by sorcery. Such an effort would be al the easier to repeat with you close by. Wevejust seen his
megeisdill withhim.”

"l can't very well leave before he'staken, not if | intend to leave men of mine behind here," Krispos said.

Mammianos and Rhisoul phos both saluted him, then looked at each other asif taken by surprise.
Mammianos said, "Magjesty, you may not be trained to command, but you have agift for it."

"Asmay be." Krispos did not show how pleased he was. He turned to Trokoundos. "I trust you have me
better warded than | was that night.”

"Oh, indeed. The protections | gave you then were the hasty sort one usesin an emergency. | thank the



lord with the great and good mind that they sufficed. But sSince you gained the throne, 1 and my colleagues
have hedged you round with far more gpotropaic incantations.”

"With what?' Krisposwanted to seeif the wizard could repeat himsdlf without tripping over histongue.

But Trokoundos choseto explain instead: " Protective spells. | believe they will serve. With magecraft,
oneis sdldom as sure asonewould like,"

"Cometo that, we aren't sure Petronas and his wizard will attack me," Krispos said.

"Hewill, your Mgesty," Rhisoulphos said positively. "What other chancein dl the world has he now to
become Avtokrator?'

"Put that way—" Krispos clicked his tongue between histeeth. "Aye, likely hewill. Here| stay, even so.
Trokoundoswill keep me safe.” What he did not mention was hisfear that, if he returned to Videssosthe
city, Petronas might suborn some soldiers and get free once more.

"Maybe," Mammianos said hopefully, "he hasn't had the chancetofill the cisternsin there too full.
Summers heregbouts are hot and dry. With luck, his men will get thirsty soon and make himyield.”

"Maybe." But Krispos doubted it. He'd seen that Petronas could be matched as a combat soldier. For
keeping an army in supplies, though, he had few peers. If held taken refuge in the fortress of Antigonos,
he was ready to stand Siege there.

Krigposringed his own army round the base of the fortress hill. He staged mock attacks by night and
day, seeking to wear down the defenders. Trokoundos wore himsdlf into exhaustion casting one
protective spell after another over Krispos and over the army asawhole. That Petronas mage bided his
time only made Trokoundos certain the stroke would be deadly when it came.

The siege dragged on. The healer-priests were much busier with cases of dysentery than with wounds. A
letter let Krigpos know that atrain of rams and catapults had set out from Videssos the city for
Antigonos. Behind awhite-painted shield of truce, a captain approached the fortress and read the | etter
inaloud voice, finishing "Beware, rebels! Y our hour of justice approaches!” Petronas men jeered him
fromthewadls.

Trokoundos redoubled his precautions, festooning Krigpos with charms and amulets until their chains
seemed heavier than chain mail. "How am | supposed to deep, wearing dl this?* Krispos complained.
"The onesthat don't gouge my back gouge my chest.”

With alook of martyred patience, Trokoundos said, "Y our Mgesty, Petronas must know he cannot
hope to last long once the Siege engines arrive. Therefore he will surdly try to strike you down before that
time. We must be ready.”

"Not only will I be ready, I'll be stoop-shouldered, aswell," Krigpos said. Trokoundos martyred |ook
did not change. Krisposthrew hishandsin the air and walked off, clanking as he went.

But that night, lone at last in histent, he tossed and turned until a sharp-pointed amethy<t crystal on one
of his new amulets stabbed him just above hisright shoulder blade. He swore and clapped his other hand
to theinjury. When hetook it away, his pam was wet with blood.

"That fornicating doesit!" he snarled. Hethrew aside the light silk coverlet and jumped to hisfeet. He
took off the offending chain and flung it on the floor. It knocked over one of the other charmsthat ringed
the bed like afortress wall. Findly, breathing hard, Krisposlay down again. "Maybe Petronas wizard
will pick tonight to try to kill me," he muttered, "but one piece more or less shouldn't matter much. And if



he does get me, at least I'll die sound adeep.”

What with hisfury, naturaly, he had trouble drifting off even after the chain was gone. He tossed and
turned, dozed and half woke. His shoulder till hurt, too.

Some time toward morning, atiny crunch made him open his eyesyet again. He was frowning even ashe
came fully awake— the crunch had sounded very close, asif it wasinsde thetent. A servant who
disturbed him in the middle of the night—especidly the middle of this miserable night—would regret the
day he was born.

But the man crouching not three paces away was no servant of his. Hewasdl in black—even hisface
was blacked, likely with charcod. Hisright hand held along knife. And under one of hisblack bootslay
the crushed remains of one of Trokoundos charms. Had he not trod on it, Krispos would never have
known he was there until that knife did between hisribs or across histhroat.

The knifeman's dark face twisted in dismay as he saw Krispos wake. Krigpos face twisted, too. The
assassin prang toward him. Krispos flung his coverlet in the fellow's face and shouted asloud as he
could. Outside the tent, his Haloga guard aso cried out.

While the assassin was clawing free of the coverlet, Krispos seized hisknife arm with both hands. Hisfoe
kicked him in the shin, hard enough to make histeeth click together in anguish. Hetried to knee the
knifeman in the crotch. The fellow twisted to one sde and took the blow on the point of his hip.

With a sudden wrench, hetried to bresk Krigpos grip on hiswrist. But Krispos had wrestled since
before his beard camein. He hung on grimly. The n could do what he pleased, so long ashe did
not get that dagger free.

Thunnk! The abrupt sound of blade biting into flesh filled Krispos ears and seemed to fill the whole tent.
Hot blood sprayed his belly. The assassin convulsed in hisarms. A latrine stench said the man's bowels
had let go. The knife dropped from his hands. He crumpled to the ground.

"Maesty!" Vagn cried, horror on hisface as he saw Krispos spattered with blood. "Areyou hale,
Maesy?"

"If my leg'snot broken, yes," Krispos said, giving it agingerly try. The pain did not get worse, so he
supposed held taken no rea damage. He looked down at the knifeman and at the spreading pool of
blood. He whistled softly. "By the good god, VVagn, you dmost cut him in two.”

Instead of warming to the praise, the Haloga hung his head. He thrust his dripping axeinto Krispos
hands. "Kill me now, Mgesty, | beg you, for | failed to ward you from this, this—" HisVidessan failed
him; to show what he meant, he bent down and spat in the dead n'sface. "Kill me, | beg you."

Krigpos saw he meant it. "I'll do no such thing,” he said.

"Then | have no honor." Vagn drew himsdf up, absolute determination on hisface. " Since you do not
grant methisboon, | shdl day mysdf.”

"No, you—" Krigpos stopped before he called Vagn an idiot. Filled with shame as hewas, the
northerner would only bear up under insultslike aman bearing up under archery and would think he
deserved each wound he took. Krispostried to get the shock of battling the assassin out of hismind,
tried to think clearly. The harsh Haloga notion of honor served him well most of the time; now he had to
find away around it. He said, "If you didn't ward me, who did? The knifeman lies dead at your feet. |
didntkill him."



Vagn shook his head. "It means nothing. Never should he have comeinto thistent.”

"Y ou were at the front. He must have got in at the back, under the canvas." Krisposlooked at the

n's contorted body. He thought about what it must have taken, even dressed in clothesthat |eft him
part of the night, to come down from the fortress and snesk through the enemy camp to its very heart. "In
his own way, he was a brave man."

Vagn spat again. "He was a skulking murderer and should have had worse and dower than | gave him.
Please, Mgesty, | beg once more, day me, that | may die clean.”

"No, curseit!" Krispos said. Vagn turned and walked to the tent flap. If he left, Krispos was sure he
would never return dive. He said quickly, "Here, wait. | know what I'll do—I'll give you achanceto
redeem yoursdf in your own eyes.”

"Innoway can | dothat,” Vagn declared.

"Hear me out,” Krispos said. When Vagn took another step toward the flap, he snapped, 1 order you to
listen." Reluctantly the Hal oga stopped. Krigpos went on, "Heréswhat I'd have you do: fird, take this
man's head. Then, unarmored if you like, carry it up to the gates of Antigonos and leave it thereto show
Petronasthefaehis n earned. Will that give you back your honor?*

Vagn was some time slent, which only made the growing hubbub outside the imperid tent seem louder.
Then, with agrunt, the Haoga chopped at the knifeman's neck. The roof of the tent wastoo low to let
him take big, full swingswith his ax, so the beheading required severa strokes.

Krigpos turned away from the gory job. He threw on arobe and went out to show the army he was ill
aive. The men whom his outcry had aroused shouted furioudy when he told how the n had crept
into histent. He wasjust finishing the tale when Vagn emerged, holding the man's head by the hair. The
soldierslet out such alusty cheer that the guardsman blinked in surprise. Their gpprova seemed to reach
him where Krispos had not; as the cheering went on and on, he stood taller and straighten Without a
word, he began to tramp toward the fortress of Antigonos.

"Wait," Krigposcalled. "Do it by daylight, so Petronas can seejust what gift you bring him.”

"Aye" Vagn sad after amoment'sthought. "I will wait." He set down the assassin's head, lightly prodding
it with hisfoot. "So will he." The joke struck Krispos as being in poor taste, but he was glad to hear the
Halogamakeit.

Trokoundos plucked at Krigpos deeve. "We were right in guessing Petronas aimed to treacheroudy day
you," he said, "wrong only in his choice of stedlth over sorcery. But had we rdlied on hisusing sedth, he
surely would havetried with magic.”

"l suppose s0," Krigpos said. "And asfor that, you can cheer up. Without your magecraft, 1'd be adead
mean right now."

"What do you mean?" Trokoundos scratched his shaven head. "After dl, Petronas did but send asimple
knifeman againgt you."

"I know, but if the fellow hadn't stepped on one of those charms you ingsted on scattering everywhere, |
never would have woke up intimeto yell."

"Happy to be of service, your Mgesty," Trokoundos said in astrangled voice. Then he saw how hard
Krigpos face was set againgt laughter. He alowed himsdf adry chuckle or two, but till maintained his

dignity.



Too bad for him, Krigpos thought. He laughed out loud.

When the siege train reached the fortress of Antigonos, Krispos watched the soldiers on the walls
watching his artisans assembl e the frames for one-throwing engines, the sheds that would protect the
men who swung rams againg stones or boiling oil from above.

The n's head gtill lay outside the gate. Petronas men had let Vagn come and go. By now even the
flieshad tired of it.

As soon asthefirst catapult was done, the craftsmen who had built it recruited a squad of common
soldiersto drag up alarge stone and st it in the leathern ding at the end of the machine'sthrowing arm.
Winches creaked asthe crew tightened the ropes that gave the catapult its hurling power.

The throwing arm jerked forward. The catapult bucked. The stone flew through the air. It crashed against
thewal| of the fortress with anoise like thunder. The soldiers began to haul another rock into place.

Krigpos sent arunner to the engines crew with asingleword: "Wait." Then one of his men advanced
toward the fortress with awhite-painted shield of truce. After some shouting back and forth, Petronas
came up to the battlements.

"What do you want of me?" he called to Krigpos, or rather toward Krispos banner. As at the last parley,
hiswizard amplified hisvoiceto carry sofar.

Trokoundos stood by Krisposto perform the same service for him. "1 want you to take a good look
around, Petronas. Look carefully—I give you thislast chance to yield and save your life. Seethe engines
al around. The rams and stone-throwers will pound down your walls while the dart-shooters pick off
your men from farmer than they can shoot back."

Petronas shook hisfist. "I told you | would never yield to you?'

"Look around,” Krispos said again. "Y ou're asoldier, Petronas. Look around and see what chance you
have of holding out. | tell you this. once we breach your walls—and we will— well show no mercy to
you or anyonedse." Maybe, he thought, Petronas men would force him to give up even if hedid not
want to.

But Petronasled histiny empire still. He made adow circuit of thewall, then returned at last to the spot
from which he had set out. "'l seethe engines," he said. By histone, he might have been discussing the
hesat of the day.

"What will you do, Petronas?' Krispos asked.

Petronas did not answer, not with words. He scrambled up from the walkway to the wall itself and stood
there for most of aminute looking out at the broad expanse of land that, so unaccountably, he did not
rule. Then, dowly and ddliberatdly, with the same care he gave to everything he did, he dove off.

Inside and outside the fortress of Antigonos, men cried out in dismay. But when some of Krispos
soldiers rushed toward the crumpled shape at the base of the wall, Petronas men shot at them. "The
truceisgtill good," Krispos shouted. "Wewon't hurt him further, by the good god—well save him if we

"Theresafoolish promise" Mammianos observed. "Better to put him out of his misery and have done. |
daresay that'swhat held want."



Krigposredlized he wasright. The pledge, though, was enough to give the rebels an excuse to hold their
fire. When his own men did nothing but crowd round Petronas, K rispos thought they were only showing
their share of Mammianos rough wisdom. Then a swesting, panting trooper ran up to him and gasped
out, "Mgesty, helanded on his head, poor sod.”

Of itsdlf, Krigpos hand shaped the sun-circle over hisheart. "The war isover," he said. He did not know
what to fedl. Relief, yes, that so dangerous afoe was gone. But Petronas had also raised him high, in his
own household and then in Anthimos. That had been in Petronas interest, too, but Krigpos could not
help remembering it, could not help remembering the yearsin which he and Petronas had worked
together to manage Anthimos. He sketched the sun-sign again. "'l would have let him live," he murmured,
asmuch to himsdlf asto the men around him.

"He gave you his answer to that,” Mammianos said. Krispos had to nod.

Without their leader, Petronas men felt the urge to save their lives. The strong gate to the fortress of
Antigonos opened. A soldier came out with ashield of truce. Therest of the garrison filed dowly after
him. Krigpos sent in troopers to make Antigonos his own once more.

The gleam of a shaven pate caught his eye. He smiled, not atogether kindly. To his bodyguards, he said,
"Fetch me Gnatios"

Now in sandas and asimple blue monk's robe rather than the patriarchal regalia Krispos would have bet
he'd had insde the fortress, Gnatios looked smdl, frail, and frightened between the two burly Halogai
who marched him away from hisfellows. He cast himself down on the ground in front of Krispos. "May
your Mgesty'swill be donewith me," he said, not lifting his face from the dust.

"Get up, holy sir," Krispos said. As Gnatios rose, he went on, ™Y ou would have done better to keep faith
with me. Y ou would still wear the blue boots now, not Pyrrhos."

A spark of malicious amusement flared in Gnatios eyes. "From dl I've heard, Mgesty, your patriarch has
not succeeded in delighting you."

"He's not betrayed me, ether,” Krispossaid coldly.
Gnatioswilted again. "What will you do with me, your Mgesty?' Hisvoice wastiny.

"Taking your head here and now would likely cause me more scanda than you're worth. | think I'll bring
you back to the city. Recant—say, in the Amphitheater, with enough people watching so you can't go
back on your word again—and publicly recognize Pyrrhos as patriarch, and for dl of meyou can live out
the rest of your daysin the monastery of the holy Skirios."

Gnatios bowed in submission. Krispos had been sure he would. Pyrrhos now, Pyrrhos would have gone
to the headsman singing hymns before he changed his views by the breadth of afingernail paring. That
made him stronger than Gnatios, Krigpos was less ready to say it made him better. It certainly made him
harder to work with.

"If ever you're outside the monastery without written leave from me and Pyrrhos both, Gnatios, you'll
meet the man with the axe then and there," Krispos warned.

"That wallsmeup for life" Gnatiossad, alad, faint protest.

"Likely it does." Krigposfolded hisarms. He was ready to summon an executioner a another word from
Gnatios. Gnatios saw that. He bit hislip till abead of blood showed at the corner of his mouth, but he
nodded.



"Takehim away," Krigpostold the Halogai. "While you're about it, put himinirons.” Gnatios made an
indignant noise. Krisposignored it, continuing, "He's aready escaped once, o |'d sooner not give him
another chance." Then heturned to Gnatios. "Holy sir, | pledged | would not harm you. | said nothing of
your dignity.”

"l can seewhy,” Gnatios said resentfully.

"A chopped dignity grows back better than a chopped neck," Krigpos said. "Remember that. Soon
enough you'll be back at your chronicle.”

"Thereisthat." Krigposwas amused to see Gnatios brighten at the thought. Political priest and born
intriguer though he was, he was aso atrue scholar. He went off with the Halogai without another word of
complaint.

Krispos scanned the men still emerging from the fortress of Antigonos. When at last they stopped
coming, he frowned. He walked toward them. Halogai fdll in around him. "Where's Petronas wizard?' he
demanded.

The men looked around among themsealves, then back toward the fortress. " Skeparnas?’ one said with a
shrug. "1 thought he was with us, but he doesn't seem to be." Others spoke up in agreement.

"I want him," Krispos said. He wondered if he looked as savagely eager as he felt. Petronas wizard had
cost him aseason of lying in bed limp as adead fish; only Trokoundos counter-magic kept the fellow
from taking hislife. Sorcery that aimed at causing desth was a capita offense,

When Krispos summoned him, Trokoundos studied with narrowed eyes the group of ragged, none too
clean men who had come out of the fortress. "He might be hiding in plain sight,” he explained to Krispos,
"using another man's semblance to keep from being seen.”

The mage took out two coins. "The onein my left hand isgilded lead. When | touch it againgt the true
goldpiece in my right hand while reciting the proper spell, by the law of smilarity other counterfeitswill
also be exposed.”

He began to chant, then touched the two coins, false and true, together. A couple of men's hair suddenly
went from black to gray, which made the Halogal round Krispos guffaw. But other than that, no on€'s
features changed. "Heisnot here," Trokoundos said. He frowned, his eyes suddenly doubtful. "I do not
think heishere—"

He touched the coins of gold and lead against each other once more and held them in his closed fist.
Now he used anew chant, harsh and sonorous, inssting, demanding.

"By the good god," Krispos whispered. In the crowd of soldiers and others who had come out of the
fortress, one man'sfeatures were running like wax over afire. Before his eyes, thefelow grew tdler,
leaner. Trokoundos let out a hoarse shout of triumph.

The disguised wizard's face worked horribly as he redized he was discovered. Histadonlike fingers
stabbed at Trokoundos. The smaller mage groaned and staggered; goldpiece and lead counterfeit fell to
the ground. But Trokoundos, too, was a master mage: had he been less, Anthimos would never have
chosen him asingtructor in the sorcerous arts. He braced himself against empty air and fought back. A
moment |ater Skeparnas bent asif under a heavy weight.

The sorcerers dud caught up both men—they were so perfectly matched that neither could work great
harm unless the other blundered. Neither had any thought for his surroundings; each, of necessity,



focused solely on hisfoe.

Krigpos shoved hisHaogal toward Skeparnas. " Capture or day that man!" Theimperia guardsmen
obeyed without question or heditation.

They were dmost upon the wizard before he knew they were there. He started to send a spell their way,
but in tearing his attention from Trokoundos, he left himsdlf vulnerable to the other mage's sorcery. He
was screaming as he turned and tried to run. The axes of the Halogal rose and fell. The scream abruptly
died.

Trokoundos lurched like adrunken man. "Wine, someone, | beg," he croaked. Krispos undid hisown
canteen and passed it to the mage. Trokoundos drained it dry. He sank to his knees, then to his
haunches. Worried, Krigpos sat beside him. He had to lean close to hear Trokoundos whisper, "Now |
understand what getting caught in an avaanche must belike."

"Areyou dl right?" Krigpos asked. "What do you need?’

"A new carcass, for sarters.” With visible effort, Trokoundos drew up the corners of his mouth. "He was
strong as a plow mule, was Skeparnas. Had the northerners not distracted him ... well, your Mgesty, let
mejust say I'm glad they did."

"Soam |." Krigpos glanced over to Skeparnas body. The rest of the men from the fortress had pulled
back asif the wizard were dead of plague. "I think we can guess his conscience was troubling him."

"He didn't seem anxious to meet you, did he?' Trokoundos smile, though still strained, seemed more
firmly attached to hisface now. He got to hisfeet, waving off Krigpos effort to help. Trokoundos gaze
also went to Skeparnas sprawled corpse. He wearily shook his head. "Aye, your Mgesty, I'm very glad
the Halogai digtracted him.”

Krigposlooked over the Cattle-Crossing east to Videssos the city. Behind its seawdlls, nearly as massive
asthe great double rampart that shielded its landward side, the city reared on seven hills. Gilded spheres
atop the spires of innumerable temples to Phos shone under the warm summer sun, asif they were so
many tiny sunsthemsdves.

As he climbed down into the imperia barge that would carry him acrossthe dtrait to the capita, Krigpos
thought, 1'm going home. The notion still felt strange to him. He'd needed many yearsin Videssosthe
city beforeit, rather than the village from which he sprang, seemed hisright and proper placein the
world. But his dwelling was there, hiswife, his child. Probably his child, at any rate—certainly hisheir.
Sure as sure, that all made home.

The rowers dug in. The barge glided through the light chop of the Cattle-Crossing toward the city.
Krigpos was so happy to seeit draw near that he ignored his stomach's misgivings over being at sea.

The barge drew to ahalt in front of the westernmost gate in the seawall, the gate closest to the palaces.
The two valves swung open just as the barge arrived. By now Krigpos had come to expect imperia
ceremonia to operate so smoothly. The barge captain waved to hissailors. They tied up the barge, set a
gangplank in place, then turned and nodded to Krispos. He strode up the plank and into the city.

Along with some of his palace servitors, adeegation of nobles awaited Krisposwithin the gate. They
prostrated themsel ves before him, shouting, "Thou conquerest, Krispos Avtokrator!" For once, he
thought, bemused, the ancient acclamation waslliterally true. "Thou conquerest!” his greeters cried again



asthey rose.

Among them he saw lakovitzes. Clad in bright silks, impeccably groomed, the noble looked himself
again, though he was no longer plump. But he perforce ssood mute while his companions cried out praise
for the Emperor. The unfairness of that tore at Krispos. He beckoned to lakovitzes, giving him favor in
the eyes of hisfellows. lakovitzes chest puffed out with pride as he came up to Krispos and bowed
before him.

"Now the small war, the needful war, isdone," Krigpos said. "Now we can start the greater fight and give
you the vengeance you deserve. By the lord with the great and good mind, | pledge again that you will
haveit."

He'd thought that would give the nobles and servants another chance to cheer. Instead they stood silently,
asif bereft of their tongues as | akovitzes. 1akovitzes himself unhooked from his belt atablet ornamented
with enamelwork and precious stones; his styluslooked to be made of gold. When the noble opened the
tablet, Krigpos nose told him the wax was perfumed. Maimed lakovitzes might be, but he'd adapted to

hisinjury with panache.
Hewrote quickly. "Then you haven't heard, your Mgesty? How could you not have?!
"Heard what?' Krispos said when held read the words.

Severd people guessed what he meant and started to answer, but 1akovitzes waved them to slence. His
stylus raced over the wax with tiny dithery sounds. When he was done, he handed the tablet to Krispos.
"About ten days ago, Agapetos was heavily defeated north of Imbros. Mavros gathered what force he
could and st out to avenge the loss."

Krispos stared at the tablet asif the words on it had betrayed him. "The good god knows, enough
couriers brought me dispatches from the city while | wasin the westlands. Set againgt thisnews, every
word they carried was so much gossip and fiddle-faddle. So why was | not told?' His gaze fastened on
Barsymes.

The vestiarios face went pae as milk. "But Mgesty,” he quavered, "the Sevastos assured me hewas
keeping you fully informed before he departed for the frontier and promised to continue doing so while
on campaign.”

"I don't believe you," Krispos said. "Why would he do anything so—" He groped for aword "—so
foolhardy?' But that was hardly out of his mouth before he saw an answer. His foster brother had known
Krigpos did not want him to go out of the city to fight, but not why. If Mavros thought Krispos doubted
his courage or ability, he might well have wanted to win avictory just to prove him wrong. And he would
haveto do it secretly, to keep Krispos from stopping him.

But Krigpos knew Mavros was able and brave—would he have named him Sevastos otherwise? What
he feared wasfor hisfoster brother's safety. Taniliswas not the sort to send idle warnings.

Thetaste of triumph turned bitter in his mouth. He turned and dashed back through the seawall gate,
ignoring the sartled criesthat rose behind him. The captain and crew of the imperia barge gaped to see
him reappear. He ignored their surprise, too. "Row back across the Cattle-Crossing fast asyou can,” he
told the captain. "Order Mammianos to ready the whole army to crossto this side asfast as boats can
bring it here. Tel him | intend to move north againgt Harvas the instant the whole forceis here. Do you
haved| that?'

"l—think so, your Mgesty." Stammering alittle, the barge captain repeated his orders. Krispos nodded



curtly. The captain bawled ordersto hismen. They cast off the ropesthat held the barge next to the wall,
then backed oars. Asif it were afighting galley, theimperid barge pivoted dmost inits own length, then
streaked toward the westlands.

Krispos stood back. Barsymes stood in the gateway. "What of the celebratory procession down Middle
Street tomorrow, your Mgesty?' he said. "What of thefestival of thanksgiving at the High Temple? What
of the digtribution of largessto the people?’

"Cancel everything," Krispos snapped. After amoment he reconsidered. "No, go on and pay out the
largess—that'll keep the city folk happy enough for awhile. But with the northern frontier coming to
pieces, | don't think we have much to celebrate.”

"Asyou wish, your Mgesty," Barsymes said with a sorrowful bow: helived for ceremonid. "What will
you do with your brief timein the city, then?'

"Tak with my generals," Krispos said—thefirst thing that entered hismind. He went on, " See Darafor a
bit." Not only did he miss her, he knew he had to stay on good terms with her, the more so now that her
father was with him. As something close to an afterthought, he added, "I'll see Phodtis, too."

"Very well, your Mgesty." Now Barsymes sounded asif al was very well; with no chance for achild of
his own, the eunuch doted on Phodtis. "Asyour generas are ill on the far side of the Cattle-Crossing,
shdl | conduct you to theimperid resdence in the meantime?”

"Good enough.” Krispos smiled a the vestiarios unflagging efficiency. Barsymeswaved. A dozen
parasol-bearers—the imperiad number—Ilined up in front of Krigpos. He followed the colorful silk
canopies toward the grove of cherry trees that surrounded his private chambers—not, he thought, that
anything having to do with the Emperor's person was what would be reckoned private for anyone else.

The Haogai outside the residence sprang to attention when they saw the parasol-bearers. "Magjesty!”
they shouted.

"Y our brothers fought bravely, battling the rebd," Krispos said.

Grins split the northerners faces. "Hear how he speaksin our style," one said. Krispos grinned, too, glad
they'd noticed. He climbed the steps and strode into the imperia residence.

Barsymes bustled past him. "L et mefetch the nurse, your Mgesty, with your son." He hurried down the
hall, calling for the woman. She came out of adoorway. Phostiswasin her ams.

She squesked when she saw Krigpos. "Y our Mg esty! We hadn't looked for you so soon. But come see
what afine lad your son's gotten to be." She held out the baby invitingly. Krigpostook him. The bit of
practice he'd had holding Phostis before he went on campaign came back to him. He had agood dedl
more to hold now.

He lifted the baby up closeto hisface. Ashe dways did, hetried to decide whom Phostis resembled. As
if ddliberately to keep him in the dark, Phogtis till looked like his mother—and like himself. His features
seemed far more distinctly his own than they had when he was newborn. He did have his mother's eyes,
though—and his grandfather's.

Phostiswas looking at Krigpos, too, without recognition but with interest. When his eyes met Krispos,
he smiled. Ddlighted, Krispos smiled back.

"See how hetakesto you?' the nurse crooned. "lsn't that sweet?’



The baby's face scrunched up in fierce concentration. Krispos felt the arm he had under Phostis bottom
grow warm and damp. He handed him back to the nurse. "1 think hes made amess." A moment later any
possible doubt left him.

"They have ahabit of doing that,” the nurse said. Krispos nodded; with afarm upbringing, hewas
intimately familiar with messes of every variety. The nursewent on, "I'll clean him up. | expect you want
to see your lady, anyhow."

"Yes" Krispossad. "'l dont think I'll beinthe city very long." That did not surprise the nurse, but then,
she'd known about the disaster near Imbros longer than he had.

Barsymes said, "Her Mgjesty will be a the needle thistime of day.” He led Krispos past the portrait of
Stavrakios. Krigpos wondered how the tough old Avtokrator would have judged hisfirst war.

The sewing room had afine north-facing window. Darasat by it, bent close to her work. The tapestry on
which she labored might not be finished in her lifetime; when one day it was, it would hang in the Grand
Courtroom. She knew sober pride that the finest embroiderersin the city judged her skill great enough to
merit inclusion in such aproject.

She did not notice the door open behind her. Only when Krispos stepped between her and the window
and made the light change did shelook up; even after that, she needed a moment to return from the
peacock whose shining feathers spread wider with each stitch she took.

"It's beautiful work," Krigpos said.

She heard the praise in his voice, nodded without false modesty. "It was going well today, | thought.” She
jabbed needleinto linen, set the tapestry aside, and got to her feet. "Which doesn't mean | can't put it
down to hail aconqueror.” Smiling now, she squeezed him hard enough to make the air whoosh from his
lungs, then tilted her face up for akiss.

"Aye, onevictory won," he said after abit. His hands lingered, not wanting to draw away from her. He
saw that pleased her, but saw also by the way her eyebrows lowered dightly and pinched together that
she was not altogether content. He thought he knew why. His tone roughened. "But, o, | learn just
now, alossin the north to balanceit.”

That further sobered her. "Yes," she said. Then, after a pause, she asked, "How do you mean, you just
now learn?

Surely Mavros sent word on to you of what had happened to Agapetos.”

"Not awhisper of it," Krigpos said angrily, "nor that he aimed to take the field himsdf. | think he hid it
from me on purpose because he knew 1'd forbid him on account of his mother's | etter.”

"I'd forgotten that." Dards eyeswent wide. "What will you do, then?"

"Go after him and—I hope—rescue him from hisfolly." Krispos scowled, irritated as much with himself
aswith Mavros. "I wish I'd flat-out told him what Taniliswrote. But | was afraid hed sdly forth then just
to prove hewouldn't let her run hislife. And so | didn't spell things out—and he's sdlied forth anyhow.”

He midiked that; it had the air of the working out of some malign fate. He drew the sun-circle over his
heart to turn aside the evil omen.

Daraadso sgned hersdf. She said, "Not al foretelling istruth, for which the lord with the great and good
mind be praised. Who could bear to live, knowing that someone less man the good god knew what was



to come? Maybe Tanilisfelt amother's fear and made too much of it. Now that | have Phostis, | know
how that can be."

"Maybe." But Krigposdid not bdieveit. Tanilishad caled him "Mgesty" when only amadman could
haveimagined hewould ever dwdl in theimperia resdence, wearing imperid robes. Only a
madmarn—or one who saw true.

"Have you further need for my services, Mgegties?' Barsymes asked. Krispos and Dara, their eyeson
each other, shook their heads at the sametime. "Then if you will excuse me—" The vestiarios bowed his
way out.

No sooner had he gone than Dara demanded, " And how many willing, pretty country girls kept your bed
warm while you were away in the westlands?'

It might have been ajoke; she kept her tonelight. But Krispos did not think it was. After being married
to Anthimaos, Dara could hardly be blamed for doubting hisfideity when he was not under her
eye—maybe even when he was. After alittle thought he answered, " Do you think I'd be stupid enough to
do anything like that when your father wasin camp with me for most of the campaign?'

"No, | suppose not," she said judicioudly. She set hands on hips and looked up as she had to do to meet
hiseyes. "Y ou dept aone, then, adl the time you were away from the city?*

"| said 0."
"Proveit."

Krigpos et along, exasperated breath hiss out. "How am | supposed to—?" Inthe middle of his
sentence, he saw away. Four quick stepstook him to the door. He dammed and barred it. As quickly,
he returned to her sde and took her in hisarms. Hislips came down on hers.

Somewhilelater she sad, "Get off me, will you? Not only isthe floor hard, it's cold, and | expect | have
the marks of mosaic tiles on my backside, too."

Krigpos sat back on his haunches. Dara drew oneleg up past him and rolled away. He said, "Yes, asa
meatter of feet, you do."

"I thought as much,” she said darkly. But in spite of hersdlf, she could not contrive to sound annoyed. "I
hadn't looked for your proof to be so—vehement.”

"That?' Krigposraised an eyebrow. "After going without for so long, that was just the beginning of my
proof."

"Braggart,” she said before her eyes|eft hisface. Then her brows dso lifted. "What have we here?’
Smiling, she reached out a hand to discover what they had there. That, too, rose to the occasion. Before
they began again, she said, "Can the second part of your proof wait till we go to the bedchamber? It
would be more comfortable there.”

"Soitwould," Krigpossaid. "Why not?" An advantage of the imperia robeswasthat they did off—and
now on—quickly and easily. Their principa disadvantage became obvious when the weether got cold.
Peasants sensibly labored in tunics and trousers. Krigpos shivered when he thought of rounding up sheep
inwinter with an icy wind whistling up arobe and howling around his private parts.

That was not aworry at the moment. Serving maids grinned as Krispos and Dara headed for the
bedchamber hand in hand. Krispos carefully took no notice of the grins. He had begun to resign himsalf



to the prospect of alife led with scant privacy. That had been easy for Anthimos, who'd owned no
inhibitions of any sort. It could still sometimes unnerve Krispos. He wondered if the servants kept count.

When he was behind a closed door again, such trivid concerns vanished. He doffed his robe a second
time, then helped Dara off with hers. They lay down together. Thistime they made dower, lessdriven
love, kissing, caressing, joining together, and then separating once more to spin it out and makeit last.

Asthe afterglow faded, Krigpos said, "1 think I'll bring your father dlong with mewhen | take the army
north."

Beside him, Daralaughed. "Y ou needn't do it for my sake. | couldn't hope for more or better proof than
you've given me. Or could I'?" Her hand lazily toyed with him. " Shall we see what comes up?”

"| think you'll have to get your comeuppance another time," he said.

She snorted, gave him an dmost painful squeeze, then sat up. Abruptly shewas serious. "As| think onit,
having my father with you might be agood idea. If he stayed here in the city while you were avay, he
could forget on whose head the crown properly belongs.”

"l can seethat," Krigpos said. "He's an able man, and able, too, to keep his own counsdl. Maybe that
comes of hisliving by the western frontier; from dl 1've seen, it'srare among folk herein the city. People
here show off what they know, to make themsalves seem important.”

"Y ou've aways been able to keep secret what needs keeping,” Dara said. Krigpos nodded; the very bed
inwhich they lay testified to that. Darawent on, "Why are you surprised others can do the same?"

"l didn't say that." Krispos paused to put what he felt into words. "It was easier for me because people
looked down a me for so long. They didn't take me serioudy for along time— | don't think Petronas
took me serioudy until the sSiege train came up to Antigonos. But he'd known your father for years, and
your father managed to keep histrust till theingtant he came over to me.”

"He'sdways held thingsto himsdlf," Darasaid. "He can be... surprising.”

"I believeyou." Krigpos did not want Rhisoul phos to surprise him. The more he thought about it, the
more keeping his father-in-law under his eye ssemed agood idea. He let out along sigh.

"What's the matter?' Dara asked in some concern. Y ou're not usualy oneto be sad afterward.”

"I'm not—not about that. | just wish | could have more than moments stolen now and again when | didn't
have to fret about every singlething that went onin the palaces and in the city and in the Empireand in all
the lands that touch on the Empire— and in dl the lands that touch on those lands, too, by the good god,"
Krispos added, remembering that the first held heard of Harvas Black-Robe was when hisraiders
ravaged Thatagush, far to the northeast of Videssian territory.

Darasaid, "Y ou could do as Anthimos did, and smply not fret about things.”

"Look where that got Anthimos—aye, and the Empire, too," Krispossaid. "No, I'm made so | haveto
fret over anything | know of that needsfretting over.”

"And over things you don't know but wish you could find out,” Darasaid.

Krigpos wry chuckle acknowledged the hit. "Think how much grief | could have saved everyoneif I'd
known Gnatios was going to help Petronas escape from his monastery. Asit worked out intheend, 1'd
even have saved Petronas grief."



Dara shook her head. "No. He lived for power, not for the trappings but for the thing itself. Y ou saw
that. Y ou would have let him live on as amonk, but he/d sooner have died—and he did.”

Krispos thought about it and decided she wasright. "If held given me the same choice, I'd have yieded
up my hair and forgotten the world.”

"Even though that means giving up women, aswell?* Daraasked dyly. She did her thigh over till it
brushed againgt his.

Heblinked at her. "Which of us missed the other more?'

"I don't know. That we missed each other a dl strikes me asagood sign. We haveto live with each
other; more pleasant if we're ableto enjoy it."

"Something to that,” Krigpos admitted. Hetook stock of himself. "If you wait just abit longer, | might
manage another round of proof."

"Might you indeed?' Dara got up on hands and knees, bent her head over him. "Maybe | can help speed
thet wait ong."

"Maybe you can... Oh, yes." He reached out to stroke her. Her curlstwisted round his fingerslike black
snakes.

Later, helay back and watched the bedchamber grow shadowy as afternoon did toward evening.
Hunger eventuadly overcame hislassitude. He started to reach up to the scarlet bellpull, then stopped and
got into hisrobefirg. Hewas not Anthimos, after all.

Moving just as dowly, Daraaso dressed. "What will you do after supper?’ she asked once held told
Barsymes what he wanted.

"Spend the night staring a maps with my generals" Krigpos said. To please her, hetried to sound glum.
But he looked forward, not to the campaign that lay ahead, but to the planning that went into it. Hed
never seen amap before he came to Videssos the city. That there could be pictures of the world
fascinated him; establishing on one of those pictures where he would be day by day gave him atruly
imperid feding of power.

"Think what you could be doing ingtead," Darasaid.

"If you think so, you flatter me," hetold her. "I'm surprised | can walk." She stuck out her tongue a him.
He laughed. Despite the hard news that began it, this had not been abad day.

VI

Krigpos shaded his eyeswith ahand as he looked northward. The horizon ahead was still smooth. He
sighed and shook his head. "When | start seeing the mountains, I'll know I'm close to the country wherel
grew up,” hesaid.

"Close dso to wherethetroubleis," Sarkis observed.

"Aye." Krigpos brief nostalgia degpened to true pain and anger. The summer before, Harvas raiders had



gone through the village where held grown up. His sster, her husband, and their two girls had till lived in
the village. No onelived there now.

Ungreased whed s squeaked—sometimes screamed—as supply wagons rattled along. Horses, mules,
and men afoot kicked up choking clouds of dust. Soldiers sang and joked. Why not? Krispos thought.
They're still in their own country. If they sang asthey came home again, he would have done
something worth remembering.

Sarkissaid, "Theriders we sent ahead toward Mavros army should get back to usin the next couple of
days. Then well know how things stand.”

"They'll get back to usin acouple of daysif dl's gone well and Mavros has pressed forward,”
Mammianos said. "If hel'staken areverse, they won't have had so far to travel to meet up with him, so
they'll be back sooner.”

But none of them—Mammianos, Sarkis, or Krigpos—expected the riders to begin coming back that
afternoon, the third of their march out from Videssosthe city. Y et come back they did, with horses
driven to bloody-mouthed exhaustion and with faces grim and drawn. And behind them, first by onesand
twos, thenin larger groups, came the shattered remains of Mavros army.

Krigpos ordered an early hat for histroops as evening neared. Advancing farther would have been like
trying to make headway againgt a strong-flowing siream. A stream, though, did not infect with fear the
men who moved againgt it. Seeing what had befalen their fellows, Krigpos soldierswarily eyed every
lengthening shadow, asif screaming northern warriors might erupt from it a any moment.

While the army's hedler-priests did what they could for the wounded, Krispos and hisgenerds
questioned haler survivors, trying to sft fragments of order from catastrophe. Not much wasto be found.
A young lieutenant named Zernestold the tale aswell as anyone. "Mgesty, they caught us by surprise.
They waited in the brush along either side of the road south of Imbros and hit us as we passed them by."

"By the good god!" Mammianos exploded. "Didn't you have scouts out?' He muttered something into his
beard about puppies who imagined they were generals.

"The scouts were out,” Zernesingsted. "They were, by the lord with the great and good mind. The
Sevastos knew hewas not fully trained to command and left al such detailsto his officers. They might not
have been so many Stavrakioi come again, but they knew their craft. The scouts found nothing.”

Mammianos wheezed laughter at the lieutenant's youthful indiscretion. Krispos had ears only for the long
string of past tenses the man used. "The Sevastos knew? He left these detall S? Where is Mavros now?'

"Magesty, onthat | cannot take oath,” Zernes said carefully. "But | do not think he was one of the people
lucky enough to break free from the trap. And from what we saw, the Halogai wasted time with few
prisoners.”

"May he bask in Phos light forevermore,” Mammianos said. He sketched the sun-sign over his breast.

Mechanically Krigpos did the same. The young officer's words seemed to reach him from far away. Even
with the foreboding held had since he learned Mavros was on campaign, he could not believe hisfoster
brother dead. Mavros had been dways at hissdefor years, had fought Anthimos with him, had been
first to acknowledge him as Avtokrator. How could he be gone?

Then hefound another question, aworse one because it dedlt with the living. How was heto tdll Tanilis?

While he grappled with that, Mammianos asked Zernes, "Were you pursued? Or don't you know, having



fled so fast no foes afoot could keep up with you?!

Thelieutenant bristled as he set ahand to the hilt of his saber. He forced himsdlf to ease. "There was no
pursuit, excellent gr," hesaidicily. "Aye, we were mauled, but we hurt the northerners, too. When they
broke off with us, they headed back toward the mountains, not south on our tails.”

"Something,” Mammianos grunted. "What of Imbros, then?"

"Excdlent gr, that | could not say, for we never reached Imbros,” Zernes answered. "But since Agapetos
was beaten north of the town and we to the south, | fear theworst.”

"Thank you, Lieutenant. Y ou may go," Krigpos sad, trying to make himsdf function in the face of
disaster. First Mavrosthrowing hislife awvay, now Imbrosamost surdly logt... Imbros, the only city hed
ever known till he left hisvillage and came south to the capital. Hed sometimes sold pigs there, and
thought it avery grand place, though the whole town was not much larger than the plaza of Plamasin
Videssosthecity.

"What do we do now, your Mgesty?' Mammianos asked.

"Wego on," Krispos said. "What other choice have we?"!

Asthe army advanced, scouts not only examined stands of brush and other places that might hold an
ambush—they also shot arrows into them. Some of the lesser mages who served under Trokoundos
rode with the scouting parties to sniff out sorcerous concealments. They found none. As Zernes said,
Harvas army had headed back to its northern home after crushing Mavros.

Flocks of ravens and vultures and crows, disturbed from then-feasting, roseinto the air like black clouds
when Krigpos men cameto that dolorous field. The birds circled overhead, screeching and cawing
resentfully. "Burid parties," Krigpos ordered.

"It will cost ustherest of the day,” Mammianos said.

"Letit. | don't think welll catch them on thisside of the frontier anyhow,” Krispos said. Mammianos
nodded and passed the command aong. Asthe soldiers began their grim task, atwist of breeze brought
Krispos the battlefield stench, worse than he had ever smelled it before. He coughed and shook his head.

Hewalked the field despite the stench, to seeif he could find Mavros body. He could not tell it by robes
or finearmor; Harvas men had stayed long enough to loot. After severa days of hot sun and carrion
birds, no corpse was easy to identify. He saw severd that might have been hisfoster brother, but was
sure of none.

The soldiers were quiet in camp that night, so quiet that Krisposwondered if pausing to bury Mavros
dead had been wise. A sudden attack might well have broken them. But the night passed peacefully.
When morning came, priests led the men in prayers of greeting to Phos new-risen sun. Perhaps
heartened by that, they seemed in better spirits than they had before.

Before the morning was very old, apair of scouts came galloping back to the main body of men. They
rode straight to Krispos. Saluting, one said, "Mgesty, ahead is something you must see.”

"What isit?" Krispos asked.

The scout pat in the dust of the roadway, asif to show hisregection of Skotos. "1 won't dirty my tongue



with the wordsto tell you, your Mgesty. My eyes have been soiled; let my mouth stay clean.” His
comrade nodded vigoroudy. Neither would say more.

Krispos traded glances with his officers. After amoment he nodded and urged Progress forward. The
Halogai of theimperia guard came with him. So did Trokoundos. The wizard muttered to himsdif,
choosing charms and readying them in advance against need.

"How far isit?" Krigpos asked the scouts. "Round thisbend in the road here, your Magesty," answered
the horseman who had spoken before. " Just past these oaks.” While the fellow was not watching,
Krigpos made sure his saber was loose in its scabbard. A troop of guardsmen pushed ahead of him as
the party swung past the trees. Even so, from atop his horse he could see well enough.

First he noticed only the bodies, ahundred or so, and that their gear proclaimed them to be Videssan
soldiers. Then he saw that each man's hands had been tied behind his back. The dead soldiers feet were
toward him, so he needed afew seconds more than he might have otherwise for his eyesto travel
beyond the bodies to the neat pyramid of heads that lay beyond them. "Y ou see, your Mgesty," said the
scout who liked to talk. "1 see," Krigpos answered. "I see helpless prisoners butchered for the sport of
it." He clutched Progress reins so hard, his knuckles whitened.

"Butchered, aye. That iswell said, Mgesty." Krispos had never heard a Halogarecoil from war and its
consequences.

Now Geirrod did. Without prompting, the guardsman explained why: "Where isthe honor, where evenis
therightness, in using captives s0? Thisisthe work of one more used to daying cattle than men.”

"It's of apiece with what we've seen from Harvas and those who follow him." Krispos hesitated before
he went on, but what he had to say needed saying sooner or later. "Mogt of those who follow Harvas
come out of Halogdand. Will you have qualms about fighting them?"

The guardsmen shouted angrily. Geirrod said, "Mgesty, we knew this. We talked among oursalves, aye
we did, on how such afight might be, swapping axe strokes with our own kind. But no man who could
daughter so, or stand by to see others daying, iskin of mine." The other northerners shouted again, this
timein loud agreement.

"Shall we start burying thislot, Mgesty?" the scout asked.

Krigpos dowly shook hishead. "No. Let the whole army see them, and with them the sort of foe we
fight." He knew he was running arisk. The massacred prisoners had been set in the road to terrify, and
his men were none too steady after listening to the survivors from Mavros force. But he thought—he
hoped— this cold-blooded killing would raisein dl his soldiers the same fury he and the Halogai felt.

A few minuteslater the head of the long column rounded that bend in the road. Krispos gave the guards
quick orders. They formed up in the roadway and directed the leading horsemen off the track and onto
the grass and shrubs that grew aongside. Some of the troopers began to argue until they saw Krigpos
with the Haogai, aso waving them off.

Hewatch closgly as his men came upon the gridy warning Harvas had | eft behind. They al stared.
Horror filled their faces, aswas only natural, but on most outrage soon ousted it. Some soldiers swore,
others sketched the sun-sign; not afew did both a once.

Their eyes swung from the bodies—and from that ghastly pyramid beyond them—to Krispos. Heraised
hisvoice. "Thisisthe enemy we haveloosein our land. Shal we run back to Videssosthe city now, with
our tails between our legs, and let him do as he likesin the northlands?!



"No." Theword came, deegp and determined, from many throats at once, like the growl of some
enormous wolf. Krispos wished Harvas could have heard it. Soon enough, in effect, he would. Krispos
st clenched right fist over hisheart to salute hissoldiers.

He stayed by the dain Videssans until the last wagon jounced past. The troops from the middle and back
of the column had an idea of what lay ahead of them; if armiestraveled at the speed of whispers, they
could crossthe Empirein aday and anight. But knowing and seeing were not the same. Company by
company, men stared a the sorry spectacle—first, even knowing, in disbelief, then with ever-growing
anger.

"Now we may bury them," Krigpos said when everyone had seen. "They've given ustheir last service by
showing what our enemy islike." He saluted the dead men before he rode on to retake his place in the
advance.

The mood in camp that night was savage. No speech Krispos made could have inspired histroops like
thefete of their fellows. Hoping against hope, he asked his generds, "Isthere any chance welll catch up
with Harvas men on our side of the mountains?' Mammianos plucked at his beard as he examined the
map. "Hard to say. They're footsoldiers, so we move faster than they do. But they have some days start
on us, too."

"Much depends on what's happened at Imbros," Sarkis added. "If the garrison there still holds firm, that
might hdp delay theraiders retreat.”

"I think Imbros gill stands,” Krigpossaid. "If it had falen, wouldn't we be seeing fugitives from the sack,
the way we did from Mavros army?' Even now, aday after he knew the worgt, he found himsalf
forgetting hisfoster brother was dead, only to be brought up short every so often when he was reminded
of it: Asif he had taken awound, he thought, and the injured part pained him every time hetried to useit.

Rhisoulphos said, "My best guessisthat you're right, your Mg esty. There are dways refugeesfrom a
city that falls: the lucky; the old; sometimes the young, if an enemy has more mercy than Harvaslooksto
own." His mouth tightened as he went on, "That we've seen no one from Imbros at dl tells meits people
are diill safe behind their wall." He waved to aplan of the town. "It seemswell enough fortified.”

"It'slike your holding, Rhisoulphos," Mammianos said. " On the border, we still need our walls. Some of
the townsin the lowlands in the west, though, where they haven't seen war for a couple of hundred years,
they've knocked most of 'em down and used the stone for houses.”

"Fools" Rhisoulphos said succinctly.

Krigposturned the talk back to the issue at hand. " Suppose we find Harvas men, or some of them, il
besieging Imbros? What's the best way to hurt them then?”

"Pray to Phos the Lord who made the princesfirst that we catch them so, your Mgesty," Sarkis said; the
strange epithet he used for the good god made Krispos recall hisVaspurakaner blood. He went on, "If
we do, they'll be smashed between our hammer and an anvil of the garrison.”

"May it be 0," Krigpos said. All the generals murmured in agreement.

Pragmatic as usua, Rhisoulphos had the last word. "One way or the other, well know for certainina
couple of days."

Half aday south of Imbros, the land began to ook familiar to Krispos. That was asfar ashed ever



traveled, back in the days before he set out for Videssosthe city. Hetook it asasignal to order the army
to full battle dert. That brought less change than it might have under other circumstances, for the men had
kept themsalves ready to fight since they'd seen the daughtered prisoners.

Scouts darted ahead to sniff out the enemy. When they returned, their news brought a sober smileto
Krigpos face, for they'd spied hundreds, perhaps thousands of people outside Imbros. "What could that
be, save Harvas besieging force?' he exulted. "We have them!™

Trumpets shouted. Krispos army knew what that meant, knew what it had to mean. The Videssian
soldiers, thoroughgoing professionasthelot of them, waved their lances and yowled like so many horse
nomads off the steppes of Pardraya. Againgt afoe Like Harvas, even professionals grew eager to fight.

Smooth with long practice, the troops swung themsalves from column to line of battle. Forward! cried
horns and drums. The army surged ahead, wild and irresistible as the sea. Officers shouted, warning men
to keep horses fresh for combat.

"We have them!" Krispos said again. He drew his saber and brandished it over his head.

Mammianos stared, atrifle goggle-eyed at the ferocity the soldiersdisplayed. "Aye, Mg ey, if Harvas
truly did st down in front of Imbros, we just may. I'd not reckoned him so foolish.”

The generd’swords set off awarning bell in Krigpos mind. Harvas had shown himself cruel and vicious.
Never yet, S0 far as Krispos could see, had he been foolish. Counting on his stupidity now struck
Krispos as dangerous.

He said as much to Mammianos. Thefat generd looked thoughtful. "I see what you mean, Mgesty.
Maybe he wants usto come haring along so he can serve us as he did Mavros. If we miss an ambush—"

"Just what I'm thinking," Krispos said. He called to the musicians. Soldiers cursed and shouted when At
awalk rang out. Krispos yelled for Trokoundos. When the mage rode up, hetold him, "I want you out in
front of thearmy. If you can't sense sorcerous screening for an ambush, no one can.”

"Asmay be s0, your Mgesty," Trokoundos answered soberly. "Harvas has uncommon—and
unpleasant—magical skill. Nevertheless, | shall dowhat | can for you." He clucked to hishorse, using
reins and his boot heelsto urge the anima into atrot. With the rest of the army walking, he was soon up
among the scouts. The advance continued, though more dowly than before.

No cunningly hidden sorcerous pit yawned in the roadway. No hordes of Halogal charged roaring from
the shelter of brush or trees. The only damage wasto the fields the army trampled asit moved ahead in
line of battle. Looking off to left and right, Krigpos saw ruined villages and suspected few farmerswere
left to work thosefiddsin any case.

A gray smudge on the northern horizon, light against the green woods and purple mountains behind it:
Imbros wall. Now it was Krispos turn to yowl. He turned to Mammianos and showed histeeth like a
wolf. "Were here, excdlent ar, in spite of dl our worries.”

"By the good god, so we are.” Mammianos glanced first to Krispos, then to the musicians. Krispos
nodded. " At the trot, gentlemen,” Mammianos said. The musi cians passed dong the command. The
soldiers cheered.

Imbros drew nearer. Krigpos saw in the distance the people outsde the walls that his scouts had
reported. Hiswolf's grin grew wide ... but then dipped from hisface. Why did Harvas men smply hold
their position? If he saw them, surely they had seen him. But no one around the walls moved, nor did



anyone seem to be on those walls.

Up ahead with the scouts, Trokoundos suddenly wheeled his horse and galloped back toward Krispos.
He was shouting something. Over the noise any moving army makes, Krispos needed afew secondsto
hear what it was. "Dead! They'redl dead!"

"Who?Who's dead?"' troopers yelled at the wizard. Krispos echoed them. For aheady moment, he
imagined disease had struck down Harvas host where they stood. They deserved nothing better, he
thought with somber glee.

But Trokoundos answered, "The folk of Imbros, al piteoudy dain." Hereined in, leaned down onto his
horse's neck, and wept without shame or restraint.

Krigpos spurred his horse forward. After Trokoundos warning, after the way the wizard, usudly so
sef-controlled, had broken down, he thought he was braced for the worst. He needed only momentsto
discover how little he had imagined what the worst might be. The people of Imbros were not merely
dain. They had been impaed, thousands of them—men, women, and children—each on hisown
separate stake. The stakes were uniformly black al the way to the ground with old dried blood.

The soldiers who advanced with Krigpos stared in disbelieving horror at the spectacle Harvas had | eft
behind for them. They were no strangersto dealing out desth; some of them, perhaps, were no strangers
to massacre, on the sordid but human scale of the butchered prisoners farther south. But at Imbrosthe
Size of the massacre was enough to daunt even amonster of aman.

Sarkis swatted at the fliesthat rosein buzzing clouds from the swollen, stinking corpses. "Well, your
Maesty, now we know why no fugitives came south from Imbrosto warn us of itsfdl,"” he said. "No one
wasabletoflee”

"This can't be everyone who lived in Imbros," Krispos protested. He knew his heart was speaking, not
his mind; he could see how many people squatted on their stakesin aghastly parody of dertness.

In away, though, he was proven right. Asthe army made itsway through the neat concentric rows of
bodiesto Imbros wall, the men soon discovered how Harvas warriors had entered the city: the northern
quadrant of those wallswas cast down in ruins, down to the very ground.

"Like Develtos," Trokoundos said. His eyes were red; tears ftill tracked his cheeks. He held hisvoice
steady by force of will, like aman controlling arestive horse. "Like Develtos, save that they must have
been hurried there. Here they had the time to do their proper job."

When Krigpos entered Imbros, he found what had befalen the rest of the folk who had dwelt there. They
lay dead in the Streets; the town had been burned over their heads after they fell.

"Mostly menin here, I'd say,” Mammianos observed. "And look—heres amail shirt that missed getting
stolen. These must have been the oneswho tried to fight back. Once they were gone, looks like Harvas
hed hisfilthy fun with everyonedse"

"Aye" Krigpos said. Calmly discussing the hows and whys of wholesde daughter as he went through its
aftermath struck him as grotesque. But if he was to understand—as well as an ordinary man could ever
grasp such destruction—what else were he and hisfollowersto do?

He walked the dead streets of the murdered city, Trokoundos at his side and atroop of Halogai dll
around him to protect againgt anything that might lurk there yet. The northerners peered every which way,
their pale eyeswide. They muttered to themselvesin their own tongue.



At last Narvikka asked, "Magesty, why al this—this making into nothing? To sack atown, to despoil a
town, isall very well, but for what purpose did our cousins day thistown and then cast the corpse onto
thefire?'

"I'd hoped you could tell me," Krispos said. The guardsman, as was the Halogaway, had stripped the
problem toits core. War for loot, war for belief, war for territory made sense to Krigpos. But what
reason could lie behind war for the sake of utter devastation?

Narvikkamade asign with hisfingers—had he been aVidessian, Krispos guessed he would have drawn
the sun-circle over hisheart. That guard said, "Mgesty, | cannot fathom the minds of the men who fought
here. That they are of my folk raises only shamein me. Renegades and outlawed men would not act so,
much lesswarriors from honest holdings." Other northerners nodded.

"But they did act s0," Krigpos said. Every time he bresthed, he took in the miasma of dead flesh and old
smoke. Helet hisfeet lead him through Imbros; even after so many years away, they seemed to
remember how the bigger streets ran. Before long, he found himself in the central market square, looking
acrossit toward thetemple.

Once heldd thought that temple the grandest building he'd ever seen. Now he knew it was but aprovincia
imitation of Phos High Templein Videssosthe city, and not a particularly impressive one, ether. But
even fire-ravaged asit was now, it ill raised memoriesin him, memories of awe and faith and belief.

Those memories clashed terribly with the row of impaled bodiesin front of the temple, the first he'd seen
inside Imbros who had received that treatment rather than the quicker, cleaner death of axe or sword or
fire. What with the stains of blood and smoke, he needed amoment to redlize those victims al worethe
blue robe. He sketched the sun-sign.

So did Trokoundos beside him. "Did | not hear they were savage to priestsin Develtos, aswdl?" the
wizard asked quietly.

"Aye, so they were." Krispos boots clicked on flagstones as he walked across the square toward the
temple. He stepped around a couple of corpses of the ordinary, crumpled sort. By now, numb with the
scae of the butchery here, he found them hardly more than obstaclesin his path.

But what the priests had suffered penetrated even that numbness. Though some days dead, their bodies
gill gave mute testimony to those specid torments. Asif impa ement were insufficient anguish, some hed
had their manhood cut away, other their guts stretched dong the ground for the carrion birds, still others
their beards—and their faces—burned away.

Krigposturned his back on them, then made himself ook their way once more. "May Phos take their
soulsinto thelight.”

"Somay it be" Trokoundos said. "But Skotos seems to have had hisway with their bodies.” Together,
he and Krigpos spat.

Krigpossaid, "All this ground will have to be blessed before we can rebuild. Who would want to live
here otherwise, after this?' He nodded to himsdlf. "I'll suspend taxesfor the new folk | movein, and keep
them off for awhile, to try another way to make people want to stay once they've come.”

"Spoken like an Emperor,” Trokoundos said.

" Spoken like aman who wants Imbrosto be aliving city again soon,” Krispos said impatiently. "It'sa
bulwark against whoever raids down from Kubrat, and in peacetime it's the main market town for the



land near the mountains.”
"And now, Mgesty?' Trokoundos said. "Will you pauseto bury the dead here?!

"No," Krispos said, impatient ill. "I want to cometo gripswith Harvas as soon as| can." He glanced

toward the sun, which stood low in the west—days were shorter now than they had been while helaid
segeto Petronas. Again he cursed the time held had to spend in civil war. "Therés not alot of summer
left to waste."

"No denying that, your Mgesty," Trokoundos said. "But—" He let the word hang.

Krigpos had no trouble finishing for him. "But Harvas knows that, too. Aye, I'm dl too sure he does. I'm
all too sure he has some deviltry brewing, too, just waiting for us. | trust my soldiersto match his. Asfor
magic—how strong can Harvas be?"

Trokoundos lipstwisted in agrin that seemed gayer than it was. "l expect, your Mg esty, that before too
long | shdl find out.”

More eager for fighting than any army Krispos had known, hisforce ssormed north up the highway after
Harvas raiders. "Imbros!" wastheir cry; the name of the murdered city was never far from their lips.

The Paristrian Mountains towered against the northern horizon now, the highest peaks still snow-covered
even inlater summer. Some of the men from the western lowlands exclaimed at them. To Krisposthey
were—not old friends, for he remembered the kind of weather that blew over them through half the year,
but a presence to which he was accustomed al the same.

Everything hereabouts seemed familiar, from the quaity of thelight, paler and grayer than it wasin
Videssosthe city, to the fields of ripening wheat and barley and oats—worked now only by the few
farmerslucky enough to have escaped Harvas men— to the way little tracks ran off the highway, now to
the east, now to the west.

Krigpos pulled Progress out of the line of march when he came to one of those roads. He stared west
adong it for along time, his mind ranging farther than his eyes could reach.

"What isit, Magesty?' Geirrod asked at last. He had to speak twice before Krispos heard him.

"My village liesdown thisroad," Krispos answered. "Or rather it did; Harvas bandits went through here
last year." He shook his head. "When | |€ft, | hoped I'd come back with money in my belt pouch. | never
dreamed it would be as Avtokrator— or that the people | grew up with wouldn't be here to greet me."

"Theworldisasitis, Mgesty, not dways aswe dream it will be."

"Too true. Well, enough time wasted here." Krispos tapped Progress flanks with his hedls. The big bay
gelding walked, then went into atrot that soon brought Krispos back to his proper place in the column.

The road ran straight up toward the gap in the mountains, past empty fields, past stands of oak and
maple and pine, past asmall chuckling stream, and, as the ground grew higher, past more and more
outcroppings of cold gray stone. Though Krigpos had not seen it since he was perhaps nine years old, the
gray landscape seemed eerily familiar. He and his parents and sisters had come down this road after
lakovitzes ransomed them and hundreds of other Videssian peasants from captivity in Kubrat. He must
have been keyed up amost to fever pitch then, for fear the Kubratoi would change their minds and
swoop down again, for everything on that journey remained asvivid in hismind asif hed lived it



yesterday. The way water splashed from that clump of rocksin the stream had not changed at al in the
two decades since, save that frogs had perched on them then.

The mountainsthemselves. ... I've always been happier to see them getting smaller, Krigposthought.
They were not getting smaller now, worse luck. Krispos peered up and ahead. Now he could seethe
opening of the passthat led to Kubrat. Agapetos got through with less force than | have, hethought. |
will, too.

When he said that doud, Mammianos grunted. "Aye, Agapetos got through, but he couldn't maintain
himsdlf north of the mountains." And Harvas beat him again on this Sde, then came down first on Imbros
and then onto Mavros army. Strikes me he's been able to defeat usin detall, if you know what | mean.”

"Areyou telling me | shouldn't attack?' Krispos asked, scowling. "After dl he'sdoneto us, how can |
hat now?'

Theimage of thousands of bodies, each gruesomely buggered by its own stake, shoved itsdf forward in
hismind. With it came anew vison, that of hundreds of men matter-of-factly cutting and sharpening
those stakes. How could they have kept to their work, knowing what the stakes would be used for?
Even Kubratoi would have gagged on such crudty, he thought. And Halogal, judging by long experience
with the imperid guards, were harsh but rarely vicious. What made Harvas men so different?
Mammianos reply brought him back to the here-and-now. "All I'm saying, your Mgesty, isthat Harvas
strikes me as dangerous enough to need hitting with everything the Empire has. The more | see, the more
| think that. What we have with usis stirong, aye, but isit strong enough?”

"By the good god, Mammianos, | aim to find out,” Krispos said. Mammianos bowed his head in
submission. He could suggest, but when the Avtokrator decided, hislot wasto obey. Or to mutiny,
Krigpos thought. But Mammianos had seen plenty of better chances than thisfor mutiny. His
disagreement with Krigposlay in how best to hurt Harvas, not whether to.

The army camped just out of bowshot of the foothillsthat night. Peering north in the darkness, Krispos
saw the dopes of the mountains ahead dimly illuminated by orange, flickering light. He summoned
Mammianos and pointed. "Does that mean what | think?'

"Bide amoment, Mgesty, whilethe campfire glare leaves my eyes.” Like Krigpos, Mammianos stood
with hisback to theimperia camp. At last he said, "Aye, it does. They're encamped there, waiting for
lBH

"Forcing the passwon't be easy,” Krigpos said.

"No, it won't,”" the general agreed. "All kinds of things can go wrong when you try to barge through a
defended pass. A holding force at the narrowest part will plug it up while they roll rocks down from
either sde, or maybe come charging down from ambush—that'd be easy for Harvas buggers, because
they'refootsoldiers.”

"Perhaps | should have listened to you before,” Krigpos said.

"Aye, Mgesty, perhaps you should,” Mammianos said—as close to criticism of the Emperor as he would
let himsdlf come.

Krigpos plucked at his beard. He could not pull back, not having come so far, not having seen Imbros,
not unless he wanted to forfeit the army'sfaith in him forevermore. Going blindly forward, though, wasa
recipefor disaster. If he had some idea of what lay ahead ... He whistled to one of his guardsmen. "Fetch
me Trokoundos," he said.



Thewizard was yawning when he arrived, but cast off degpinesslike an old tunic when Krispos
explained what he wanted. He nodded thoughtfully. "I know ascrying spell that should serve, your
Majesty, one subtle enough that no barbarian mage, no mage not formally trained, should even be ableto
detect it, et done counteract it. Against Petronas it would not have sufficed, for Skeparnas was my
meatch, near enough. But againgt Harvasit should do very well; however strong in magic he may be, heis
bound to be unschooled. If you will excuse me—"

When Trokoundos returned, he held in his hand a bronze bracelet. "Ha ogaworkmanship,” he explained
as he showed it to Krispos. "I found it outside of Imbras; | think we may take it as proven that one of
Harvas raiderslogt it. By thelaw of contagion, it is<till bonded to its one-time owner, abond we may
now use to our advantage.”

"Spare the lecture, Sir mage," Mammianos said. " So long as you learn what we need to know, | care not
how you doit."

"Very well," Trokoundos said siffly. He held the bracelet out at arm's length toward the north, then
started adow, soft chant. The chant went on and on. Krispos was beginning to get both worried and
annoyed when Trokoundosfinally lowered the bracelet. As he turned, the campfire shadowed the lines of
puzzlement on hisface. "Let metry again, with avariant of the spell. Perhaps the owner of the bracelet
was dain; nonetheess, it remains effiliated, albeit moreloosdy, with the army asawhole.”

He began to chant once more. Krigpos could not tell any difference between this version of the spell and
the other, but waswilling to believe it was there. But he found no difference in the result: after sometime,
Trokoundos halted in baffled frustration.

"Maesty," hesaid, "so far as| cantell by my sorcery, therésno oneat al up ahead.”
"What? That's absurd,” Krigpos said. "We can see the fires—"

"They could be abluff, your Mgesty,” Mammianos put in.

"Y ou don't believethat," Krispos said.

"No, your Maesty, | don', but it could be so. | tell you what, though: I'll send out a couple of scouts.
They'll come back with what we need to know."

"Good. Doit," Krigpos said.

"Aye, doit," Trokoundos agreed. "By the good god, excdlent sir, | hopeit isabluff ahead, asyou say.
The dternativeis believing that Harvas has arenegade Videss an magein his service, and after Imbros|
would sooner not believethat." The wizard made a sour face, decisively shook hishead. "No, it can't be.
I'd have sensed that my spell was being masked. | didn't have that fedling, only the emptiness1'd get if
there truly were no men ahead.”

The scouts dipped out of camp. They looked to beideal soldiersfor their task; had Krispos met them on
the streets of Videssos the city, he would have unhesitatingly guessed they were thieves. Small, lithe, and
wary, they carried only daggers and vanished into the night without a sound.

Y awning, Krispos said, "Wake me as soon as they get back.”

Worn though hewas, he did not deep well. Thoughts of Imbros would not leave hismind or, worse, his
dreams. He was relieved when aguardsman camein to rouse him and tell him the scouts had returned.

A thin crescent moon had risen in the east; dawn was not far away. The scouts—there were three of



them—prostrated themsalves before him. " Get up, get up,” he said impatiently. "What did you see?'

"A whole great lot of Halogai, your Mgesty," one of them answered in aflat, up-country accent like the
one Krigpos had had before he came to Videssos the city. The other two scouts nodded to confirm his
words. He went on, "And you know how the pass jogs westward so you can't see al the way up it from
here? Just past the jog, they've gone and built themselves a breastwork. Be nasty getting past there, your

Majesty.”

"Their army'sreal, then," Krispos said, more than alittle surprised. Trokoundos would not be pleased to
learn his sorcery had gone astray.

"Magesty, we sneaked close enough to smell the shit in their dit trenches,” the scout answered. Y ou
don't get awholelot reder than that."

Krigposlaughed. " True enough. Two goldpiecesto each of you for your courage. Now go get what rest
you can."

The scouts saluted and hurried off toward their tents. Krispos thought about going back to bed, too,
decided not to bother. Better to watch the sun come up than to toss and turn and think about stakes...

The eastern rim of the sky grew gray, then the pale bluish-white that seemsto stretch the eye to some
infinite distance, then pink. When the sun crawled above the horizon, Krispos bowed to it asif to Phos
himself, recited the creed, and spat between his feet to show he rgected Skotos. Most of thetime, he
hardly thought about that part of theritual. Not now. Imbros reminded him of what he was rejecting.

The camp dtirred with the sun, at first dowly, blindly, like aplant's slent striving toward light, but then
with greater purpose as horns rang out to rout deepers from tents and prod them into the routine of
another day. They lined up with bowlsin front of cookpots where barley porridge bubbled; gnawed a
hard bread, cheese, and onions; gulped wine under the watchful eyes of underofficers who made sure
they did not gulp too much; and tended to their horses so the animals would a so be ready for the day's
work ahead.

Krigpos went back to histent and armed himself. He swung himself up onto Progress and rode over to
the musicians. At hiscommand, they played Assemble. The troopers gathered before them. Krispos
raised a hand for silence and waited until he had it.

"Soldiers of Videssos," he said, hoping everyone could hear him, "the enemy waitsfor us ahead. You've

seenthekind of foe heis, how he lovesto day those who can't fight back.” A low growl! ran through the

army. Krigposwent on, "Now we can pay Harvas back for everything, for the daughtersin Develtos last
year and Imbros now, and for Agapetos men, and Mavros, too. Will weturn asde?’

"No!" the men roared. "Never!"

"Then forward, and fight bravely!" Krispos drew his saber and held it high overhead. The soldiers
whooped and cheered. They were eager to fight; Krigpos needed no fancy turns of phraseto inspire
them today. That was as well—he knew Anthimos, for instance, had been afar better speaker than he
would ever be. He owned neither the gift nor the inclination for wrapping around hisideas of the flights of
fancy that Videssan rhetoric demanded. His only gift, such asit was, wasfor plain thoughts plainly

spoken.

Asthe army left camp, Krispostold Sarkis, "Well want plenty of scouts out in front of us, and farther
ahead than usud "



"It'staken care of, your Maesty," the Vaspurakaner officer said with asmall, tight smile. " The country
ahead reminds me all too much of the land where | grew up. Y ou soon learn to check out a pass before
you send everyone through, or you die young." He chuckled. "I suppose, over the generations, it
improvesthe breed.”

"Dismount some of those scouts, too,” Krigpos said asanew worry struck him. "Well want to spy out
the sides of the pass, not just the bottom, and they can't very well do that very well from horseback." He
stopped, flustered. So much for plain thoughts plainly spoken. ™Y ou know what | mean.”

"Aye, your Mgjesty. It'staken care of," Sarkis repeated. He sketched a salute. "For one who came so
late to soldiering, you've learned agood dedl. Have | told you of the saying of my People, 'Snesky asa
prince—?"

Krigpos cut him off. "Yes, you have" He knew he was rude, but he was aso nervous. The scouts had
just followed the western jog of the pass and disappeared from sight. He clucked to Progress, leaned
forward in the saddle, and urged the gelding up to afast trot with the pressure of knees and heels.

Then he rounded that jog himsdlf. The breastwork, of turf and stones and brush and whatever else had
been handy, stood afew hundred yards ahead, blocking the narrowest part of the pass.

Behind it, Krigpos saw at last the warriors who had ravaged the Empire so savagely.

Thebig, fierce, fair-haired men saw him, too, or the imperia banner that floated near him. They jeered
and brandished— wegpons? No, Krispos saw; Harvas men were holding up stout stakes carved to a
point at both ends—impaing stakes.

Fury filled him, rage more perfect and absolute than any he had ever known. He wanted to day with his
own sword every marauder in front of him. Only awild charge by dl his men seemed a bearable second
best. Hefilled hislungsto cry out the order.

But something cold and ca culating dwelt within him, too, something that would not let him give way to
impulse, no matter how tempting. He thought again and shouted, "Arrows ™

Bowstrings thrummed as the Videssian archers went to work from horseback. Instead of their stakes, the
Halogai lifted yard-wide shields of wood to turn aside the shafts. They were not bowmen; they could not

reply.

Here and there, dl dong the enemy line, men crumpled or lurched backward, clutching at their wounds
and shrieking. But the raiderswore mail shirts and helms; even shafts that dipped between shields and
over the rampart were no sure kills. And however steeped in wickedness they might have been, Harvas
followers were not cowards. The archery stung them. It could do no more.

By thetime he saw that, Krigpos had full control of himself once more. "Can we flank them out?' he
demanded of Mammianos.

"It's steep, broken ground to either side of that breastwork,” the generd answered. "Better going for foot
than for horse. Still, worth atry, | suppose, and the chegpest way to go about it. If we can get in their
rear, they're donefor."

Despite his doubts, the generd yelled orders. Couriers dashed off to relay them to the soldiers on both
wings. Several companies peded off to try the rough terrain on the flanks. Harvas Halogai rushed men
up the dopes of the pass to head them off.

The northerners had known what they were about when they built their barricade; they had walled off all



the ground worth fighting on. The horses of their Videssian foes had to pick their way forward step by
step. Afoot, Harvas men were rather more agile, but they, too, scrambled, stumbled, and often fell.

Some did not get up again; now that the foe was away from cover and concerned more with hisfooting
than his shield, he grew more vulnerable to archery. But the Videssans could not smply shoot their way
to victory. They had to force the northerners from their ground. And at close quarters, the footsoldiers
gave as good asthey got, or better.

Saber and light lance against axe and dashing sword— Krigpos watched his men battle the Haogal who
followed Harvas. Sudden pain made him wonder if he was wounded until he realized he had hislip tight
between histeeth. With adistinct effort of will, he made himself rlax. A moment later the pain returned.
Thistime heignoredit.

For dl the encouragement he shouted, for al the courage the Videssan cavary displayed, theterrain
proved too rugged for them to advance againgt determined foes. Krispos wished Harvas northerners
were |ess brave than his own guardsmen. They did not seem so. He watched a Hal ogawith alance
driven deep into his side hack from the saddle the man who had skewered him before he, too, toppled.

"No hdpfor it,” Mammianos bawled in hisear. "If we want 'em, well have to go through ‘em, not
around.”

"Wewant 'em,” Krispos said. Mammianos nodded and turned to the musicians. They raised horns and
pipesto their lips, poised sticks over drums. Thewild notes of the charge echoed brassily from the
boulders that studded both dopes of the pass. The Videssiansin the front rank raised a cheer and
spurred toward the breastwork that barred their way north.

The front was too narrow for more than afraction of theimperia army to engage the enemy at once.
Rhisoulphos, who led the regiments just behind the van, shouted for histroopsto hold up. A gap opened
between them and the men ahead.

When Krispos looked back and saw that gap, his own suspicions about his father-in-law and Dara's
warning came together in ahard certainty of treason. He dapped a courier on the shoulder. "Fetch me
Rhisoulphas, a once. If he won't come, either drag him here or kill him." The rider stared, then set spurs
to his horse. With an angry squed, the beast bounded away.

Krigpos fist gripped the hilt of his saber astightly asif that were Rhisoulphos neck. Leave the head of
the army to face Harvas howling killers by itsdlf, would he? Krigpos was so sure Rhisoul phos would not
willingly accompany his courier that, when hisfather-in-law did ride up to him, the best he could do was
splutter, "By the good god, what are you playing at?"

"Giving our troopsroom to retreat in, of course, your Mgesty," Rhisoulphos answered. If hewasa
traitor, hedid it marveloudy well. So what? | already know he's good at that, Krigposthought. But
Rhisoulphoswent on, "It'sastandard ploy when fighting Halogai, your Mgesty. Feigning awithdrawal
will often lure them out of their position so we can whed about and take them whilethey'rein disorder.”

Krigpos glanced over a Mammianos. Thefat general nodded. "Oh," Krigpos said. "Good enough.” His
earswere hot, but his helmet covered them so no one could see the flame.

The Videssans at the barriers dashed and thrust at Harvas men, who chopped at them and their horses
both. The shrieks and oaths dinned through the pass. Then above them rose along, mournful cal. The
horsemen wheeled their mounts and broke off combat.

The northerners screamed abuse in their own language, in the speech of the Kubratoi, and in broken



Videssan. A couple of men started to scramble over the breastwork to pursue the retreating imperias.
Their own comrades dragged them back by main force.

"Oh, aplague on them!" Mammianos said when he saw that. "Why can't they make it easy for us?'

"That's better discipline than they usudly show," Rhisoulphos said. "The military manuas cam thet tactic
hardly ever fals againgt the northerners.”

"I don't think Harvas shows up in the military manuas,” Krigpos said.

One corner of Rhisoulphos mouth twitched upward. "I suspect you'reright, your Mgesty.” He pointed.
"But there he stands, whether he'sin the manuas or not."

Krigpos eyesfollowed Rhisoulphos finger. Of course thét tall figure behind the enemy line had to be
Harvas Black-Robe; none of hisfollowerswas garbed in smilar style. Despite the chieftain's sobriquet,
Krispos had looked for someone gaudily clad—aruler needed to stand out from his subjects. So Harvas
did, but by virtue of plainness rather than splendor. Had his hooded robe been blue rather than black, he
could have passed for aVidessan priest.

Regardless of how he dressed, no doubt he led. Halogai heavily ran here and there a his bidding, doing
their best to ignore the weight of mail on their shoulders. And when Harvas raised his arms—those wide
black deevesflapped like vultures wings—the northerners held their places. For Halogai, that wasthe
more remarkable. Mammianos glowered a the northerners asiif their good order persondly affronted
him. With awheezy sgh, he said, "If they won't come out &fter us, well have to get in there nose to nose
with them and drive them away." The words plainly tasted bad in his mouth; getting in there nose to nose
was not agtyle of fighting upon which the subtle imperiaslooked kindly.

But when subtlety failed, brute force remained. As captains dressed their lines and troopers reached over
their shouldersto see how many arrowstheir quivers held, the fierce notes of the charge rang out once
more. The Videssans thundered toward the breastwork ahead. "Krigpos!" they shouted, and "'Imbros!"

Harvasraised hisarms. Thistime he pointed not toward his soldiers or their rampart, but up the dope of
the pass. Not far from Krispos, Trokoundosregled in the saddle. "Call the men back, Mgjesty!” he
cried, clinging to his seet more by determination than anything ese. "Cdl them back!"

Krispos and his generds stared at the mage. "By the good god, why should 17" Krispos demanded
angrily.

"Battle magic," Trokoundos croaked. Theroar of boulders bounding downd ope drowned him oui.

Because he was looking at Trokoundos, Krispos did not seethefirst great stones leap free of the ground
on which they had placidly rested for years, perhaps for centuries. That night one of the soldiers who had
seen them said, "Y ou ever watch arabbit that's al of a sudden spooked by a hound? That's what those
rocks were doing, except they didn't jump every which way. They came down on us."

The noise the boulders made as they crashed into the Videssian cavarymen was the noise that might have
comefrom asmithy in theinstant a giant stepped on it. Horseswent down asif scythed, pitching riders
off their backs. The beasts behind them could not stop fast enough and crashed into them and into the
stones. That only made the chaosworse.

The men and horses of the very foremost ranks were almost upon the breastwork when the avalanche
began. Soldiersturned their heads to gape at what had happened to their comrades. Some drew reinin
consternation; other pressed on toward the barricade. Now the Halogai, howling with ferocious glee,



swarmed over it to meet them. Theimperias at the head of the charge fought back desperately. No one
could cometo their aid through the writhing tangle behind them.

Krigposwatched and cursed and dammed afist againg histhigh as Harvas northerners overwhelmed his
men one by one.

Harvasraised his arms and pointed again. More boul ders sprang from their proper places and crashed
down on the Videssan army's van.

"Make them stop!" Krigpos screamed to Trokoundos.

"l wish | could." The wizard's face was haggard, hiseyeswild. "He shouldn't be able to do this. The
stress, the excitement of combat weaken magic's grip, even if the sorceries are readied in advance. I've
tried counterspells—they go awry, asthey should.”

"What can we do, then?"

"Magesty, | have not the power to stand against Harvas, not even with my colleagues here." Trokoundos
sounded asif admitting that cost him physica pain. " Perhaps with more mages, masters from the
Sorcerers Collegium, he may yet be defeated.”

"But not now," Krispos said.

"No, Mgesty, not now. He screened his encamped army so | could not detect it, he works battle magic
S0 strong and unexpected that it dmost broke me when he unleashed it ... Mg esty, agood many years
have passed since | owned mysdlf daunted by any sorcerer, but today Harvas daunts me.”

Ahead at the barricade, dmogt dl the Videssans were down. They and the crushed soldiers behind them
blocked the army's way forward. Krigpos glance did to the dopes of the pass. Who could guess how
many more boulders needed only Harvas sorcerous command to smash into the imperias, or what other
magics Harvas had waiting?

"Weretreet," Krigpossaid, tasting gall.

"Good for you, your Mgesty," Mammianos said. Startled, Krispos turned in the saddle to stare at him.
"Good for you," thefat general repeated. "Knowing when to cut your lossesisabig part of thisbusiness.
| feared you'd order usto press on regardless, and turn a defesat into a disaster.”

"It'sdready adisaster,” Krigpos said.

Even asthe cdl to retreat rang mournfully through the pass, Mammianos shook hishead. "No, Mgesty.
We're gtill in decent order, there's no panic, and the men will be ready to fight another day—well, maybe
another season. But if that he-witch ahead does much moreto us, they'll turn tail every timethey seehis
ruffians, whether heswith 'em or not."

Cold comfort, but better—a bit better—than none. Krigpos own Halogal closed around him as
rearguard while the army withdrew from the pass. If the northerners wanted to day him and go over to
their countrymen, they would never have a better chance. Theimperial guardsmen looked back only to
shakefistsat Videssos foes.

And yet, in away, the guards were the least of Krigpos worries. His eyes, like those of so many others
with him, kept diding up the sides of the pass while he wondered whether more great stones would
smash men and horsesto jdly. If Harvas had time to ready stones through the whole length of the pass,
disaster great enough to satisfy even Mammiancs criteriamight yet befdl the army.



Somehow, retreat did not become rout. The boulders on the dopes held their places. At last those dopes
grew lower and farther apart as the pass opened out into the country below the mountains. *Back to our
old campsite?' Mammianos asked.

"Why not?" Krigpos said bitterly. "That way we can pretend today never happened—those of uswho
aredill dive, a any rate”

Mammianos tried to console him. "We can't do these little tricks without losses."

"Seemswe can't even do them with losses," Krigpos said, to which the generd only grunted by way of
reply.

Any camp isjoyless after adefeat. WWounded men scream round winners tents, too, but they and their
comrades who come through whole know they have accomplished what they set out to do. Losers enjoy
no such consolation. Not only have they suffered, they have suffered and failed.

Failure, Krispos remembered, made Petronas army break up. He ordered stronger sentry detachments
posted south of the camp than to the north. The officers to whom he gave the command did not remark
on it, but nodded knowingly asthey saw to carrying it out.

Krigpos waked to the outskirts of the camp, where badly wounded men lay waiting for hedler-prieststo
attend to them. The soldiers not too far gonein their own anguish saluted him and tried to smile, which
made him fed worse than he had before. But he made sure he saw dl of them and spoke to asmany as
he could before he went back to his own tent.

Darkness had fallen by then. Krispos wanted nothing more than to deep, to forget about the day's
misfortunes, if only for afew hours. But aduty harder even than visiting the wounded lay ahead of him.
He'd kept putting off writing to Tanilis of Mavros death; held hoped to be able to say he had avenged it.
Now that hope had vanished—and how much, in any case, would it have mattered to her? Her only son
was gone. Krisposinked his pen and sat staring at the blank parchment in front of him. How to begin?

"Krigpos Avtokrator of the Videssansto the excellent and noblelady Tanilis: Greetings.” Thusfar
formulatook him, but no farther. He needed the smooth phrases that came naturally to anyone who had
the rhetorica training that went with aproper education. He did not have them, and would not entrust this
|etter to a secretary.

"Maesty?' Geirrod's deep voice came from outside the tent.
"What isit?" Krispos put down the pen with a strange mixture of relief and guilt.
The guardsman's reply warned him he had known relief too soon. "A matter of honor, Mgesty.”

The last Halogato speak of honor in that tone of voice had been Vagn, talking about killing himsdf.
Krigpos ducked out through the tent flap in ahurry. "What's touched your honor, Geirrod?' he asked.

"Not my honor aone, your Maesty, but the honor of al my folk who take your gold,” Geirrod said.
Krigposwastal for aVidessan. He till had to look up at Geirrod as the stern northerner went on, 'l am
chosen to stand for dl of us, sincel wasfirst to bow before you aslord.”

"So youwere," Krigpos agreed, "and | honor you for that. Do you doubt it?" Geirrod shook his massive
head. Exasperated, Krispos snapped, "Then how have failed you—aye, and al the other Halogai, too?"

"By not sending usforth in combat this day againgt those who follow Harvas, and holding us back despite
what we told you on the road south of Imbros," Geirrod said. "It struck many among usasadur, asa



token you lack trust in us. Better we fare home to Halogaland than carry our axes where we may not
blood them. Videssians delight in having troops for show. Wetook oath to fight for you, Mgesty, not to
look grand in your processons.”

"If you truly think | held you back for fear you would betray me, blood your axe now, Geirrod.” Not
without second thoughts—the Halogai could be grimly literal—Krispos bent his head and waited. When
no blow came, he straightened up and looked at Geirrod again. " Since you do not think so, how can you
have lost any honor on account of me?"

The guardsman gtiffened to attention. "Majesty, you spesk sooth. | see this cannot be so. | shal say as
much to my countrymen. Any who doubt me may measure their doubt againgt this," He hefted hisaxe.

"Good enough,” Krispossaid. "Tdl them dso that | didn't send them forward because | hoped | could
clear the Halogai— Harvas Haogai, | mean—away from the barricade with archery. If it had worked,
we would have won the fight without costing ourselvestoo dear.”

Geirrod let out aloud snort. Y ou may think partway aswe Haloga do, Maesty, but | seethat at bottom
youreaVidessan after all. Asit should be, | guess; can't be helped, come what may. But afight has
worth for its own sweet sake. Thetime for reckoning up the cost is afterward, not before.”

"Asyou say, Geirrod." To Krigpos, the northerner's words were insanely reckless. He knew the Haogai
knew most Videssians thought as he did, and also knew the Halogai reckoned imperias overcautious at
best in war, at worst smply dull. The Halogai fought for the red joy of it, not to gain advantage. That, he
supposed, was why no Videssans served a northern chieftain as bodyguards, nor likely ever would.

As he went back into the tent, Geirrod resumed his post outside, evidently satisfied with their exchange.
Krispos alowed himsdf the luxury of along, quiet Sgh. He hadn't lied to Geirrod, not quite, but he had
entertained doubts about the Halogai. But by asking Geirrod if he believed his countrymen were held
back from fear of treachery, Krispos had taken the onus off himself. The next time he faced Harvas men,
though, he did not think he would have to hold back his guardsmen.

He sat down at the little folding table that served him for adesk in the field. Parchment and pen were
where held | eft them when Geirrod cdled. But for the sdlutation, the parchment remained blank. Krispos
sghed again. He wished Trokoundos knew a spell to make unpleasant letters write themsalves, but that
probably went beyond sorcery into out-and-out miracle-working.

After one more sigh, Krisposinked the pen again. Aswas his habit, he plunged straight ahead with what
he had to say. "My lady, while | wasfighting Petronasin the westlands, Mavros heard Agapetos had
been beaten and took an army north from Videssos the city to stop Harvas Black-Robe from moving
farther forward. | grieveto haveto tell you that, as you foresaw, your son was aso beaten and was
killed."

Setting down the words brought back to him afresh the loss of hisfoster brother. He studied what heldd
written. Wasit too bald? He decided it was not. Tanilis approved of straightforward truth ... and in any
case, he thought, she might well already know Mavros was dead, being who and what she was.

He thought for awhile before he wrote more. "I loved Mavros asif hewere my brother by birth. | would
have kept him from attacking Harvasiif I'd known that wasin hismind, but he hid it from metill too late.
Y ou will know better than | do that going ahead no matter what was dways hisway."

He spread fine sand over the letter to dry the ink. Then he turned over the parchment and wrote on the
reverse, "The excdlent and noble lady Tanilis, on her estate outside Opsikion.” He sanded those words
dry, too, then rolled the letter up into asmal tube with them on the outside. After tying it shut, he let



severd large drops of sedling wax fall across the ribbon that closed it. While the wax was il soft, he
pressed hissignet into it. He stared at the imperia sunburst for along time. It remained as perfect asif his
armies had won three greet victoriesinstead of being thrashed three times running and seeing a city
sacked and its popul ace destroyed.

He stuck hishead out of the tent to call for acourier. Asthe fellow stuffed the letter into a waterproof
tube, Krigpos promised himsdlf that before the war with Harvas was done, the Empire would again
become as whole and complete asits seal. He was glad he'd made the vow, but would have felt easier
about it had he been surer he could bring it to pass.

VII

Videssosthe city mourned. Along with the mourning came no little fear. Not since the wild daysthree
centuries before, when the Khamorth tribes swarmed off the steppes of Pardrayato carve Kubrat,
Khatrish, and Thatagush from the Empire of Videssos, had the folk of the capitdl felt threatened from the
north.

"People act asif we're going to be besieged tomorrow," Krigpos complained to lakovitzes afew days
after hel returned to the city. "Harvas killers are on their own side of the Paristrian Mountains; they'll
likely stay theretill spring.”

lakovitzes scribbled in histablet and passed it to Krispos. "Not even Harvas is wizard enough to stop the
fal rans" He pointed upward, cocking ahand behind hisear.

Krigpos nodded; raindrops were drumming on theroof. "Last year | cursed the rains when they came
early, because they kept me from going after Petronas. Now | bless mem, because they keep Harvas out
of the Empire."

lakovitzes took back the tablet and wrote some more. "Phos closes his ears to curses and blessing both,
asfar asweather goes. He hearstoo many of each.”

"No doubt you'reright,” Krispos said. "It doesn't op people from sending them up, though. And
Harvas being a couple of hundred milesfrom here doesn't stop people from looking north over their
shoulders every timethey hear aloud noisein the next street.”

"It won't lagt," lakovitzes wrote with confident cynicism. "Remember, city folk arefickle. Pyrrhoswill
give them something new to think about soon enough.”

Krigposwinced. "Don't remind me." More than ever, he wished Gnatios had stayed loya to him. Gnatios
was politician aswell as priest, which made him pliable. Pyrrhos chose a course and pursued it with all
the power he had—and as ecumenical patriarch he had more power, perhaps, than anyone save
Krigpos. He aso cared not a copper whether the course he chose raised the hackles of every other
ecclesagtic in the Empire. Sometimes Krigpos thought he aimed at just that. Whether he did or not, he
was accomplishing it.

"I've known him longer than you have, if you'll remember,” lakovitzeswrote. "After dl, hesmy cousin.
He doesn't approve of me, either. Of course, he doesn't approve of anything much, asyou'll have
noticed." He made the throaty noise he used for laughter.



"No wonder he doesn't gpprove of you!" Krispos laughed, too. lakovitzes sybaritic habits and unending
pursuit of handsome youths did not endear him to his stern, ascetic cousin. Krisposwent on, "I notice
you haven't dowed down, ether. If anything, you're squiring more lads around than ever." Krigpos
wondered if, after his mutilation, lakovitzes had plunged so deeply back into the world of the sensesto
remind himsdlf hewas 4ill dive.

The noble made that throaty noise again. "Backward, your Mgesty," hewrote. "These daysthey squire
rre.ll

Krispos started to laugh once more, too, but stopped when he saw |akovitzes face. "By the good god,
you meanit," hesaid dowly. "But how—why?Y ou know | mean you no disrespect, excellent sir, but
you've baffled me."

lakovitzeswrote oneword, in big letters: "unique.” Grinning, he pointed to himsdlf, then wrote again.
"Where e se would they find the like? And like it they do." Heleered a Krispos.

Krispos did not quite know whether to laugh some more or to be revolted. Barsymes camein and saved
him from hisdilemma. "I have here apetition for your Mgesty," the vestiarios said, holding out afolded
piece of parchment. "It isfrom the monk Gnatios." Nothing in his voice showed that Gnatios had ever
held high rank.

"Speak of him and he pops up,” Krispos observed. He took the parchment from Barsymes. The eunuch
bowed hisway out. Krispos glanced toward lakovitzes as he opened the petition. "Do you want to hear
this?"

At lakovitzes nod, Krigposread doud: " "The humble, sinful, and repentant monk Gnatiosto his radiant
and imperial Mg esty Krigpos, Avtokrator of the Videssians. Greetings.' " He snorted. "Likestolay it on
thick, doesn't he?"

"Hesacourtier," lakovitzes wrote, which seemed to say everything he thought necessary.

Krisposresumed. " 'l beg leaveto request the inestimable privilege of abrief interruption in my sojournin
the monastery dedicated to the memory of the holy Skirios so that | might enjoy the boon of your
presence and acquaint you with the results of certain of my historical researches, these having been
resumed at your behest, asthe said results, reflections of antiquity though they be, also appear of
sgnificancein the Empire's current condition.' " He put down the parchment. "Whew! If | have trouble
understanding his request, why should | expect his historical researches, whatever those are, to make any
better sense?"

"Gnatiosisno onegsfool," lakovitzeswrote.

"I know that,” Krigpos said. "So why does he take me for one? This must be some sort of schemeto
have him escape again. Hed pop up al over the countryside till we caught him again; held preach against
Pyrrhos and do his best to raise a schism among the priests. With Harvas to worry about, troublein the
templesisthelast thing | need. That can lead to civil war."

"You won't hear him?" lakovitzeswrote.

"No, by thelord with the great and good mind." Krispos raised hisvoice: "Barsymes, fetch me pen and
ink, please." When he had the writing tools, he scrawled "I forbid it—Kk." &t the bottom of Gnatios
petition, using letters even bolder than the ones | akovitzes had employed to call himsdlf unique. Then he
folded the parchment and handed it to Barsymes. " See that thisis delivered back to the monk Gnatios."
He made Gnétios title ddiberately dismissve.



"It shall be done, your Mgesty,” the vestiarios said.

"Thank you, Barsymes." Asthe eunuch chamberlain started to leave, Krigpos added, "When you're done
with that, could you bring me something from the kitchen? | don't much carewhat, but | fed like asnack.
Y ou, too, excdlent Sr?!

lakovitzes nodded. "And somewine, if you would, esteemed sir," he wrote, holding up histablet so
Barsymes could read it. Before long, the vestiarios carried in asilver tray with ajar of wine, two cups,
and a covered serving dish. When he lifted the cover, savory steam rose. "Quails cooked in a sauce of
cheese, garlic, and oregano, your Mgesty. | hope they will do?’

"Fine," Krigpos assured him. He attacked hislittle bird with gusto and finished it in afew bites.

lakovitzes made dower going of hisquail. He had to cut the meat into very small pieces, and he washed
down each little mouthful by tilting back his head and taking a swallow of wine: without atongue, he
could not push food around inside his mouth or move it toward histhroat. Here, though, asin other
things, he evidently managed, for held regained most of the weight his ordeal had taken from him.

Asthe noble sucked the last scrap of meat from aleg bone, Krisposraised hiscup in sdlute. "I'm glad to
seeyou doing sowell," hesaid.

"I'm glad to see mysdlf doing so well, too," lakovitzeswrote. Krispos snorted. They drank together.

Dara straightened, her face pale. A maidservant wiped the Empress mouth and chin with adamp cloth,
then stooped to pick up the basin at her feet and carry it away. "'l wish | just had morning sickness”
Darasaid wesarily, "but | seem to be vomiting any time of the day or night.”

Krigpos handed her acup of wine. "Here, get the taste out of your mouth.”

Daratook asmall, cautious sip. She cocked her head and waited, gauging the wine's effect on her
stomach. When thefirst swalow sat well, she drank more. She said, "Maybe | should have nursed
Phogtis mysdlf after dl. The midwives say it's harder for anursang mother to conceive.”

"I've heard that," Krispos said. "'l don't know whether it's so. Whether or not, | hope you're better soon.”

"Sodol." Dararolled her eyes. "But if | do with thisbaby as| did with Phodtis, I'll keep on puking for
the next two months."

"Oh, | hope not." But Krispos knew he would keep a close eye on the date Dara's morning sickness
stopped and on the day the baby was born. He did not doubt her, not really. Though held beenin
Videssosthe city only a couple of days between the campaigns against Petronas and Harvas, he and
sheld been anything but idle during thet little while, and her sickness had begun about the right length of
time after it—no use reckoning by her courses, which were still disrupted after Phogstis birth.

But hed watched the days, dl the same. Dara had cheated with him, which meant she might cheat against
him. He thought that unlikdly, but Avtokratorswho ignored the unlikely did not reignlong.

Darasad, "Phostis sat up by himsdlf yesterday.”

"So hisnursetold me." Krigpos did his best to sound pleased. Try as he would, he had trouble warming
to Phostis. He could not help wondering if he was raising acuckoo's chick. If this next child isa boy ...
he said to himsdlf, and in thinking how much hewould enjoy raising it, he discovered hewas sureit was



his
Dara changed the subject. "How are the tax revenues looking?'

"From the westlands, pretty well. From theidand of Kaavria, from the peninsulaof Opsikion, from the
landsright around the city, pretty well. From the north—" Krigpos did not need to go on. Only carrion
birds found anything worth picking over anywhere near the Paristrian Mountains.

"Will we have enough to fight Harvas next spring?' Dara asked. She was agenerd’s daughter; she knew
armies needed money and everything it bought as much as they needed men.

"Thelogothetesin the treasury say we should,” Krigpos answered. "And with Petronas gone @ last, well
be ableto bring al our soldiersto bear against him." He shook his head. "How | wish we could have
donethat this year. We might have saved Imbros. Phos be praised that the Empire is united now."

That might have been amime show cue. The eunuch Longinos came bustling into the room, moving so
fast that swesat beaded hisfat, beardlessface. "Maesty,” he gasped. "Theresword of rioting around the
High Temple, Mgesty."

Krispos got up and glared at him so fiercely that the eunuch flinched back in darm. With an effort, he
took hold of histemper. "Tell me about it," he said.

"Save the newsitself, your Mgesty, | know no more," Longinos quavered. "A soldier carried the report
here; I've brought it to you fast as| could.”

"You did right, Longinos, thank you," Krispossaid, in control of himself again. "Take meto thissoldier.
I'll hear what he hasto say for mysdlf.”

The eunuch turned and left. As Krispos followed him out the door, Dara spoke one word. "Pyrrhos.”

"That thought had crossed my mind, yes,” Krispos said over his shoulder. Hetrotted down the hall after
Longinos.

When Krigpos came out of theimperia resdence, the soldier prostrated himself, then quickly got to his
feet. Helooked like aman who had been caught in ariot; histunic wastorn, the crown of his
wide-brimmed hat had been caved in, his nose was bloody, and a bruise purpled his right cheekbone.
"By the good god, man, what happened?' Krigpos said.

The man shook his head and ran adeeve under hisnose. "Theice take meif | know, your Mgesty. |
was goin' dong mindin' my own business when this crowd boiled out of the forecourt to the High Temple.
They wasdl screamin’ and whain' each other with whatever they had handy. Then they lit into me. | till
don't have no notion of what it'sal about, but | figured you got to hear of it Straightaway, so | came
here." Hewiped hisnose again.

"I'm grateful," Krigpos said. "Give me your name, if you would."

"I'm Tzouroulos, your Mgesty, file closer in Mammianos command—Seymbriosis cgptain of my

"Yourefileleader now, Tzouroulos, and you'll have areward you can spend, too.” Krigposturned to the
Halogai, who had listened to the exchange with interest. "'V agn, go to, hmm, Rhisoulphos regiment in the
barracks. Get them over to the High Temple asfast asthey can march. Tell themit'sriot duty, not
combat—if they start daying people out of hand, the whole city'sliable to go up in smoke."



"Aye, Mgesty. Rhisoulphos regiment it is™ Vagn saluted and jogged away. Hislong fair braid flapped
againg hisback at every step he took.

Krispos said to Longinos, "After we get order back—~by the good god's mercy, we will—I'll also want
to speak with the most holy ecumenica patriarch Pyrrhos, to seeif he can shed some light on what might
have touched off thisfighting. Be so good, esteemed sir, asto draft for my sgnature aforma summons
for him to cometo the Grand Courtroom and explain himself."

"Of course, your Mgesty. Directly. To the Grand Courtroom, you say? Not here?’

"No. Riots round the temples are a serious business. | want to remind Pyrrhos just how dim aview | take
of them. Making my inquiriesin the Courtroom should help him understand thet.”

"Very wel, your Mgesty." Lips moving as he tasted phrases, Longinos went back into the imperid
residence.

Krigpos stared east and north, toward the High Temple. The residence and the other buildings of the
palace quarter hid its great dome and the gilded spheresthat topped its spires, but arson often went with
riot. He did not see the black column of smoke he feared. It wasthe rainy season, after al, he thought
hopefully. Eveniif it was only drizzling today, wals and fenceswould still be damp.

He went insde. Longinos approached him with the summons. Heread it over, nodded, and signed and
seded it. The chamberlain took the parchment away. Krispos waited and worried. He knew held given
the proper orders. But even theimperia power had limits. He needed others to turn those ordersinto
redity.

The sun was low in the west when amessenger came from Rhisoul phos with word that the disturbances
had been quelled. "Aye," the fellow said cheerfully, "we broke some heads. The city folk don't havethe
gear to stand againgt us and, besides, they keep on fighting each other. Civilians," he finished with a
sneer, "I'll want to see some prisoners, so | can find out what got these civilians started,” Krispos said.

"We have some," the messenger agreed. "They're sending them back to thejail in the government office
building on Middle Street.”

"I'll go there, then," Krigpos said, glad of something he could do. But he could not smply walk over to
the big red granite building, as any private citizen might. Before he set out from theimperid residence, he
required asquad of Halogai and the dozen parasol-bearers. Gathering the retinue took awhile, so that by
the time he set out, he needed torchbesarers, too.

One of the palace eunuchs must have sent word ahead of his procession, for the warders and soldiers at
the government offices were ready when he arrived. They escorted him to achamber on the ground leve,
onefloor above the cells. As soon as he was settled, two warders hauled in a captive whose hands were
chained in front of him. "On your belly before hisMgesty," they growled. He went to his knees, then
awkwardly finished the progtration. One of the warders said, "Magjesty, thishereisacertain Koprisanos.
Hetried to smash in atrooper's skull, he did.”

"Would've doneit, too, your Mgesty, 'cept the bastard was wearing ahelmet,” Koprisianos said thickly.
He had an engagingly ugly face, though now his Up was swollen and split and a couple of teeth looked to
be freshly gone.

"Never mind that,” Krispossaid. "I want to know what started the fighting in the first place.”

"Sodol," Koprisanossaid. "All I know is, somebody hit me. | turned around and hit him back—at |east



| think it was him; lots of people were running by just then, dl of ‘em screaming about heretics and
Skotos-lovers and Phos knowswhat al else. | wasgiving asgood as| got till some stupid soldier broke
aspearshaft over my head. After that, next thing | know is, | wake up here.”

"Oh." Krigposturned to the warders. "Take him away. He just looks to have found himself in the middle
of abrawl and enjoyed it. Bring me people who saw theriot start, or who madeit art, if you can find
any who'll admit to that. | want to get to the bottom of how it began.”

"Yes, your Mgesty," the warders said together. One of them added, "Come on, you," asthey led awvay
Koprisanos. They were gone for some time before they returned with an older man who wore the
tattered remnants of what had been afinerobe. "This hereisa certain Mindes. He was captured insgde
the forecourt to the High Temple. On your bely, you!"

Mindes performed the proskynesis with the smoothness of aman who had done it before. "May it please
your Mgesty, | have the privilege of serving as senior secretary to the ypologothete Gripas,” he said as
herose.

A mid-leve treasury officid, Krisposthought. He said, "Having men sworn to uphold the State captured
rioting pleasesme not at al, Mindes. How did you cometo disgrace yourself that way?

"Only because | wanted to hear the most holy patriarch Pyrrhos preach, your Mgesty,” Mindes said.
"Hiswords aways inspire me, and he was particularly vigorous today. He spoke of the need for holy zedl
in routing out the influence of Skotos from every part of our lives and from our city asawhole. Even
some priests, he said, had tolerated evil too long."

"Did he?' Krigpos sad with asinking feding.

"Aye, your Mgesty, hedid, and agreat deal of truth in what he said, too." Mindes drew the sun-sign as
well as he could with his hands chained. He went on, "People talked about the sermon afterward, asthey
often do while leaving the High Temple. Severa priests notoriousfor their laxness were named. Then
someone claimed Skotos could aso profit from too much rigor in the holy hierarchy. Someone el se took
that asadeliberate insult againgt Pyrrhos, and—" Mindes chains clanked as he shrugged.

"And your own part in thiswas purely innocent?' Krigpos asked.
"Purely, your Mgesty," Mindes said, the picture of candor.

One of the wanders coughed dryly. "When captured, your Mgesty, he was carrying five belt pouches,
not counting the one on hisown belt.”

"A treasury officia indeed,” Krigpos said. The warders laughed. Mindes|ooked innocent—with the
smoothness of aman who has doneit before, Krigpos thought. He said, "All right, take him back to his
cdll and bring me someone else who was there at the Sart of things.”

The next man told essentialy the same story. Just to be sure, Krispos had one more summoned and
heard the tae over again. Then he went back to the imperid residence and spent the night pondering
what to do with Pyrrhos. Ordering the patriarch to wear amuzzle at al times struck him asagood idea,
but he suspected Pyrrhos would find some theologica justification for disobeying.

"He might not, you know," Dara said when he mentioned his conceit out loud. "He might take it for some
wonderful new style of asceticism and try to enforce it on the whole clergy.” She chuckled.

So did Krispos, but only for amoment. Knowing Pyrrhos, there was dways the chance Darawas right.



The Grand Courtroom was heated by the same kind of system of ducts under the floor that the imperia
resdence used. It was far larger than any room in the residence, though; the ducts kept one's feet warm,
but not much more.

Krigpos throne stood on a platform aman's height above the floor; not even hisfeet were warm. Some
of the courtiers who flanked the double row of columnsthat led up to the throne shivered in their robes.
The Hal oga guards were warm—they wore trousers. Back in his old village, Krigpos would have been
wearing trousers, too. He cursed fashion, then smiled as he imagined Barsymes faceif held proposed
coming to the Grand Courtroom in anything but the scarlet robe custom decreed.

The smile went away when Pyrrhos appeared at the far end of the hall. The patriarch advanced toward
the throne with the steady stride of amuch younger man. He was entitled to vestments of blue silk and
cloth-of-gold, vestments dmost asrich astheimperia rament. All he wore, though, wasamonk'ssimple
blue robe, now soaked and dark. As he drew near, Krispos heard hisfeet squelching in his blue boots;
he refused to acknowledge the rain by covering himsdf againd it.

He prostrated himsdf before Krigpos, waiting with his forehead on the ground till given leavetorise.
"How may | serve your Mgesty?' he asked. He did not hesitate to meet Krispos eye. If this conscience
troubled him, he concedled it perfectly. Krisposdid not think it did; unlike most Videssians, Pyrrhos had
no usefor dissembling.

"Most holy sir, we are not pleased with you," Krigpos said in the formal tone held practiced for occasions
such asthis. He stifled agrin of pleasure at remembering to use the first-person plurdl.

"How s0, your Mgesty?' Pyrrhos said. "In my smpleway, | have striven only to speak the truth, and
how can the truth displease any man who has no reason to fear it?"

Krispos clamped his teeth together. He might have known this would not be easy. Pyrrhos wore
righteousnesslike chain mail. Krigpos answered, " Stirring up quarrels within the temples serves neither
them nor the Empire as awhole, the more s0 as Harvas Black-Robe donewill profit if we fight among
oursalves”

"Your Mgesty, | have no intention of tirring up dissent,” Pyrrhos said. "I merely aim to purify the
temples of the unacceptable practices that have entered over years of lax discipline.”

What Krispos wanted to do was scream, " Not now, you cursed idiot!" Instead he said, "Since these
practices you don't approve of have been along time growing, maybe you'd be wiser to ease them out of
the ground instead of jerking them up by the roots.”

"No, your Mgesty," Pyrrhos said firmly. "These are the webs Skotos spins, the tiny errorsthat grow
larger, more flagrant month by month, year by year, until at last utter wickedness and depravity become
acceptable. | tell you, your Mgesty, thanksto Gnatios and hisilk, Videssosthe city isaplace where the
dark god roamsfree!" He spat on the polished marble floor and traced the sun-circle over the sodden
wool above his heart.

Severd courtiersimitated the pious gesture. Some looked fearfully toward Krispos, wondering how he
dared ask the patriarch to restrain his attack on evil.

But Krispos said, ™Y ou are wrong, most holy sr." His voice was hard and certain. That certainty made
Pyrrhos eyes widen dightly; he was more used to hearing it in his own voice than from another. Krispos
said, "No doubt Skotos sneaks about in Videssos the city, as he does al through theworld. But | have



seen acity where he roamed free; | see Imbros till in my dreams.”

"Exactly S0, your Mgesty. It isto prevent Videssos the city from suffering the fate of Imbrosthat | strive.
The evil within us, given time, will devour us unless, to use your phrase, weroot it out now."

"The evil Harvas Black-Robe loves will devour usright now unlessweroot it out," Krigpos said. "How
do you propose to minister to the soul of an impaed corpse? Most holy sir, think which victory ismore
urgent at the moment.”

Pyrrhos thought; Krigpos gave him credit for it. At length the patriarch said, ™'Y ou have your concerns,
Majesty, but | have mine, aswell." He sounded troubled, asif he had not expected Krigposto make him
admit even so much. "If | see evil and do nothing to rid the world of it, | myself have done that evil. |
cannot passit by in slence, not without consigning my soul to the eternd ice."

"Not even if other men, men of good standing in the temples, fail to see anything evil init?" Krigoos
persisted. "Do you say that anyone who disagrees with you in any way will spend eternity in theice?"

"I would not go so far asthat, your Mgesty,” Pyrrhos said, though by the look in his eyes, he wanted to.
Re uctantly he continued, "The principle of theological economy does apply to certain beliefs that cannot
be proven actively pernicious.”

"Then whilewe are at war with Harvas, stretch it aswide as you can. If you did not go out of your way
to make enemiesin the temples, most holy sr, you would find many who might be your friends. But think
again now and answer metruly: can you see stretching economy to fit Harvas or his deeds?!

Again Pyrrhos paused for honest thought. "No," he admitted, the word expressionless. Asmuch as he
wanted to keep hisface straight, he looked like a man who suspected, too late, he'd been cheated at
dice. He bowed gtiffly. "Let it be asyou say, your Mgesty. | shall essay to practice economy where |
can, for solong asthisHarvasremainsin ams againg us."

One or two courtiers burst into applause, amazed and impressed that Krispos had wrung any concession
from Pyrrhos. Krispos was amazed and impressed, too, but did not let on; he adso noted the quaifying
phrases the patriarch used to keep those concessions as smal as possible. He said, "Excellent, most holy
gr. | knew | could rely onyou."

The patriarch bowed again, even more like an automaton than before. He started to prostrate himsalf
once more S0 he could leave theimperid presence.

Krigpos held up ahand. "Before you go, most holy Sir, aquestion. Did the monk Gnatios ask leave of
you to come out of his monastery not long ago?"

"Why, so hedid, your Mg esty—and in proper form, too," Pyrrhos added grudgingly. "I rgjected the
petition even so, of course: no matter what reasons he gives for wishing to come forth, no doubt he
mainly seeksto work mischief."

"Asyou say, most holy sr. | thought the same.”

Pyrrhos face twisted. For amoment he seemed about to amile. In the end, as befit his abstemious
temperament, he contented himself with a sharp, short nod. He performed the proskynesis, rose, and
backed away from the throne until he was far enough from it to turn his back on Krispos without giving
offense. No sooner had he gone than a servitor with arag scurried out to wipe up the rainwater that had
dripped from hisrobe.

Krigpos surveyed the Grand Courtroom with abroad, benign smile. The courtiers were not shouting,



"Thou conquerest, Krigpos!" at him, but he knew he'd won avictory, just the same.

Phogtisrolled from belly to back, from back to belly. The baby started to roll over one moretime.
Krigpos grabbed him before he went off the edge of the bed. "Don't do that," he said. "Y ou're too smart
to be afarmer, aren't you?"

" 'Too smart to be afarmer'?" Dara echoed, puzzled.

"The only way afarmer ever learns anything isto hit himsdlf inthe head,” Krispos explained.” Heheld
Phostis close to hisface. The baby reached out, grabbed a double handful of beard, and yanked. "Ow!"
Krigpos said. He carefully worked Phostis left hand free, then the right—by which time, the left was
tangled in hisbeard again.

After another try, he was able to put down the baby. Phostis promptly tried to roll off the bed. Krigpos
caught him again. "1 told you not to do that,” he said. "Why don't babies listen?”

"You're very gentlewith him," Darasaid. "I think that's good, especialy consdering—" Shelet her voice
trall away.

"Not much point to whacking him till he's big enough to understand what he's being whacked for,"
Krispos said, ddliberately choosing to misunderstand. Considering he might be another man's son,
Dara had started to say. She wondered, too, then. Phogtis refused to give either of them much in the way
of clues.

The baby tried to roll off the bed once more. Thistime he dmost made it. Krispos snagged him by an
ankle and dragged him back. "Y ou're not supposed to do that,” he said. Phogtislaughed at him. He
thought being rescued was afine game.

"I'm glad you'll be here the winter long,” Darasaid. "Helll get a chance to know you now. When you
were out on campaign the whole summer, he'd forgotten you by the time you came back again.”

"I know." Part of Krigpos wanted to keep Phostis by him every hour of the day and night, to leave the
child, if not Krispos himself, no doubt they were father and son. Another part of him wanted nothing to
do with the boy. The result was an uneasy blend of feglings that grew only more complicated as day
followed day.

The baby started to fuss, jamming fingersinto his mouth. "He's cutting atooth, poor dear little one," Dara
said. "He's probably getting hungry, too. I'll ring for the wet nurse.” She tugged the green bell cord that
rang back in the maidservants quarters.

A minute later someone tapped politely on the bedchamber door. When Krispos opened it, he found not
the wet nurse but Barsymes standing there. The vestiarios bowed. "I have aletter for you."

"Thank you, esteemed sr." Krigpostook the sealed parchment from him. Just then the wet nurse came
bustling down the hall. She smiled at Krigpos as she brushed past him and hurried over to the baby, who

wasdill crying.
"Who sent the letter?' Dara asked as the wet nurse took Phogstisfrom her.

Krispos did not need to open it to answer. He had recognized the sedl, recognized the elegantly precise
script that named him the addressee. "Tanilis," he said. "Y ou remember—Mavros mother.”



"Yes, of course." Daraturned to the wet nurse. "lliana, could you carry him someplace elsefor ahit,
please?" Anthimos had been good at acting asif servants did not exist when that suited him. Darahad
more trouble doing S0, and Krispos more still—he'd had no servantstill he was an adult. Dianalleft;
Barsymes, perfect servitor that he was, had aready disappeared. Darasaid, "Read it to me, will you?'

"Certainly." Krigpos broke the sedl, did off the ribbon around the letter, unrolled the parchment. " Tanilis
to hisimperid Mgesty Krigpos, Avtokrator of the Videssans: Greetings. | thank you for your sympathy.
Asyou say, my son died as helived, going straight ahead without hesitating to look to either sde of the
road.'"

The closeness of theimage to the way Mavros army had actualy been caught made Krispos pause and
reminded him how Tanilis saw more than met the ordinary man's eye. He collected himsdf and read on: ™
'l have no doubt you did al you could to keep him from hisfolly, but no one, in the end, can be saved
from himsalf and hiswill. Therein liesthe deadly danger of Harvas Black-Robe, for, having known the
good, he hasforsaken it for evil. Would | were aman, to face himin thefield, though | know heis
mightier than |. But perhaps| shal meet him even so; Phos grant it may be. And may the good god bless
you, your Empress, and your sons. Farewel|." "

Dara seized on oneword of the letter. " Sons?’
Krispos checked. "So shewrote.”
Dara sketched the sun-circle over her heart. " She does see true, you say?"

"Shedways has." Krigpos reached out to set ahand on Daras belly. The child did not show yet, not
even when she was naked, certainly not when she wore the warm robes approaching winter required.
"What shdl we namehim?'

"You'retoo practica for me—I hadn't looked so far ahead.” As Darafrowned in thought, the faintest of
lines came out on her forehead and at the corners of her mouth. They hadn't been there when Krispos
first cameto theimperial residence as vestiarios. She was the same age as he, near enough; her aging,
minor though it was, reminded him he dso grew no younger. She said, "'Y ou named Phodtis. If thistruly is
ason, shdl wecal him Evripos, after my father'sfather?'

"Evripos." Krigpos plucked at his beard as he consdered. "Good enough.”

"That's sttled, then. Another son." Daradrew the sun-sign again. "A pity Mavros had none of his
mother's gift." Her eyeswent to the letter Krigposwas il holding.

"Aye. He never showed asign of it that | saw. If hed had it, he wouldn't have gone out from the city. |
know hedidn't fear for himsdlf; he waswild to be asoldier when | met him." Krispos smiled,
remembering Mavros hacking at bushes asthey rode from Tanilis villainto Opsikion. "But he never
would have taken awhole army into danger."

"No doubt you'reright." Dara hesitated, then asked, "Have you thought about gppointing anew
Sevastos?'

"l expect I'll get around to it one of these days." The matter seemed less urgent to Krisposthan it had
when held named Mavros to the post. Now that no rebd was moving against him, he had less need to
act intwo places a the same time, and thus less need for so powerful aminister. Thinking out loud, he
went on, "Most likely I'd pick 1akovitzes. He's served me well and he knows both the city and the wider
world."



"Oh." Daranodded. "Y es, he would make agood choice.”

The words were commonplace. Something in the way she said them made him glance sharply at her.
"Did you have someone dsein mind?'

She was swarthy enough to make her flush hard to spot, but he saw it. Her voice became elaborately
casua. "Not that so much, but my father was curiousto learn if you were thinking of someonein

particular.”

"Was he? Hewas curiousto learnif | wasthinking of him in particular, you mean.”
"Yes, | suppose! do." That flush grew deeper. "I'm sure he meant nothing out of ordinary by asking."

"No doubt. Tdl himthisfor me, Dara: tell him | think he might make agood Sevastos, if only | could trust
him with my back turned. Asthingsare now, | don't know that | can, and his sneaking questions through
you doesn't make me think any better of him. Or am | wrong to be on my guard?' Darabit her lip.
Krigpossaid, "Never mind. Y ou don't have to answer. That question putsyou in an impossible spot.”

"Y ou dready know my father isan ambitious man," Darasaid. "I will pass on to him what you'vetold
r],E.ll

"I'd be grateful if you would." Krigposlet it go at that. Pushing Daratoo hard was more likely to force her
away than to bind her to him.

To give himsdf something impersona to do, he read through Tanilis |etter again. He wished she could
face Harvasin the field. If anyone could best him, she might be that person. Not only would her gifts of
foreknowledge warn her of his ploys, but the loss heéld inflicted on her would focus her sorcerous skill
againg him as aburning glassfocused the rays of the sun.

Then Krispos put the letter aside. From what held seen thus far, unhappily, no Videssian wizard could
face Harvas Black-Robe in the field. That left Krigposacrue dilemma: how was he to overcome Harvas
Halogai if the evil mage's magic worked and his own did not?

Posing the question was easy. Finding an answer anywhere this Sde of catastrophe, up till now, had been
impossible.

Trokoundos |ooked harassed. Every time Krigpos had seen him thisfall and winter, he'd looked
harassed. Krispos understood that. As much as he could afford to, he even sympathized with
Trokoundos. He kept summoning the wizard to ask him about Harvas, and Trokoundos had no miracles

to report.

"Your Mgesty, ever sncel returned from the campaign, the Sorcerers Collegium has hummed like a
hive of bees, trying to unravel the secrets behind Harvas spells,”" Trokoundos said. "I've had mysdlf
examined under sorcery and drugs to make sure my recall of what | witnessed was perfectly exact, in the
hope that some other mage, given accessto my observations, might find the answer that has eluded me.
But—" He spread hishands.

"All your bees have made no honey,” Krigposfinished for him.

"No, your Maesty, we have not. We are used to reckoning ourselves the finest wizards in the world. Oh,
maybe in Mashiz the King of Kings of Makuran has a stable to match us, but that a solitary barbarian
mage should have the power to baffle us—" Trokoundos heavy-lidded eyesflashed angrily. Being



besten so ate at his pride.
"Y ou have no idea, then, how he does what he does?' Krispos asked.

"l did not quite say that. What makes his magic effectiveis easy enough to divine. Heisvery strong.
Strength may accrue to any man of any nation—even, perhaps, such strength as his. But he dso
possesses technique refined beyond any we can match herein Videssosthe city. How he acquired that,
and how we may met it... well, an answer there will go far toward piecing the puzzle together. But we
have none."

Krigpos said, "Not too long ago | got anote from our dear friend Gnatios. He claims he has your
answersdl tied up with ascarlet ribbon. Of course, he would claim dung was cherriesif he thought he
saw a copper'sworth of advantageinit.”

"He'satrimmer, aye, but he'sno fool," Trokoundos said serioudly, echoing lakovitzes. "What answer did
he give? By the lord with the great and good mind, I'll seize whatever | can find now."

"He gave none," Krispos said. "Hejust clamed he had one. Asbest | could tell, hismain aim was
escaping the monastery. Hethinks | forget the trouble he's caused me. If he hadn't got Petronas|oosg, |
could have turned on Harvas close to haf ayear sooner. "Would you have won on account of that?'
Trokoundos asked.

"Up till thisingtant 1'd thought s0," Krigpos answered. "If | couldn't beat him then with the full power of
Videssos behind me, how may | hope to next soring? Or are you telling me | shouldn't go forth at al?
Should | wait herein the city and stand Siege?"

"No. Better to meet Harvas asfar from Videssos the city as you may. How much good did walls do
ether Devetosor Imbros?’

"Noneat dl." Krispos started to say something more, then stopped, appalled, and stared at Trokoundos.
Videssosthe city'swalls were incomparably greater than those of the two provincia towns. Imagining
them breached was dmost more than Krispos could do. That was not quite the mental image that
dismayed him. Winter was the quiet time of year on the farm, the time when people would do minor
repairs and get ready for the busyness that would return with spring. In hismind's eye he saw Harvas
Haloga stting round their hearths, some with skins of ae, otherswith their feet up, and every last one of
them sharpening stakes, sharpening stakes, sharpening stakes ... Of itsdlf, hisanustightened.

"What isit, your Mgesty?' Trokoundos asked. "For amoment there you looked—frightened and
frightening at the sametime.

"l believeit." Krisposwas glad held had no mirror in which to watch hisfeatures change. "This| vow,
Trokoundos: well meet Harvas asfar from Videssos the city aswe can.”

Progress paced down Middle Street at adow walk. Beside the big bay gelding, eight servants tramped
aong with theimperid litter. Their breath, the horse's, and Krispos rose in white, steaming clouds at
every exhdation.

The city was white, too, white with new-fallen snow. Over hisimperial robes, Krisposwore a coat of
soft, supple otter furs. He till shivered; he'd lost track of his nose awhile before. Darahad abrazier
ingdethe litter. Krigpos hoped it did her some good.

Only the Haloga guardsmen who marched ahead of and behind Krigpos and hislady literaly took winter



intheir stride. Marched, indeed, was not the right word: they strutted, their heads thrown back, chests
thrust forward, backs as resolutely straight as the columns that supported the colonnades running aong
ather sde of Middle Street. Their breath fairly burst from their nogtrils; they took in great gulps of the air
Krispos reluctantly sipped. Thiswas the climate they were made for.

Narvikkaturned his head back. "W'at afine morning!" he boomed. The rest of the northerners nodded.
Some of them wore braids like VVagn's, tied tight with crimson cords; these bobbed like horses tailsto
emphasize their agreement. Krigpos shivered again. Insgde the litter, Dara sneezed. He didn't like that.
With her pregnant, he wanted nothing out of the ordinary.

The small procession turned north off Middle Street toward the High Temple. When they arrived, one of
the Halogal held Progress head while Krispos dismounted. The litter-bearers and dl but two of the
guardsmen stayed outside with the horse. The pair who accompanied Krispos and Darainto the temple
had diced for the privilege—and lost. Halogai cared nothing for hymns and prayersto Phos.

A priest bowed low when he saw Krigpos. "Will you St close by the dtar as usud, your Mgesty?' he
asked.

"No," Krigposanswered. "Today | think I'll hear the service from the imperia niche.”

"Asyou will, of course, your Mgesty." The priest could not keep anote of surprise from hisvoice, but
recovered quickly. Bowing again, he said, "The stairway is at the far end of the narthex there."

"Yes, | know. Thank you, holy sr." One Halogafdl ininfront of Krigpos and Dara, the other behind
them. Both guards held axes at the ready, though the service was till an hour away and the narthex
deserted but for themselves, the Avtokrator and Empress, and afew priests.

As shewent up the stairs, Dara complained, "1'd much rather stay down on the main level. Insdethe
niche, you have trouble seeing out through the grillwork, you're too far away anyhow, and haf thetime
you can't hear what the patriarch issaying."

"I know." Krispos climbed the last stair and walked forward into the imperid niche. The blond oak
benches there were bedecked with even more precious stones than those on which less exalted
worshipers sat. Mother-of-pearl and gleaming silver ornamented the flord-patterned grillwork. Krispos
stood by it for amoment. He said, "1 can see well enough, and Pyrrhosisloud enough so | won't have
trouble hearing him. | want to find out what goes on when I'm not at the temple, the kind of things
Pyrrhos sayswhen I'm not hereto listen.”

"Spieswould do that just aswell," Darasaid reasonably.

"It'snot the sameif | don't hear it mysdlf." Krigposdidn't know why it wasn't the same—probably
because he'd been Emperor for lessthan ayear and ahaf and till wanted to do as much as he could for
himsdlf. Cometo that, Pyrrhos was not the sort to change his words because Krisposwasin the
audience.

"Youjust want to play spy,” Darasaid.

His grin was sheepish. "Maybe you'reright. But I'd fed even more foolish going down now than | would
saying." Daras eyesrolled heavenward, but she stopped arguing.

Down below, worshipersfiled into their places. When they dl rose, Krispos and Dara stood, too: the
patriarch was agpproaching the dltar. "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,” Pyrrhos



declaimed. Everyone recited with him, everyone save the two Halogai in the niche, who stood as silent
and unmoving—and probably as bored—asiif they were statuary.

More prayersfollowed Phos creed. Then came a series of hymns, sung by the congregation and by a
chorus of monkswho stood against onewall. "May Phos hear our entregties and the music of our
hearts,” Pyrrhos said as the last echoes died away in the dome far above his head.

"May it be s0," the worshipers responded. Then, at the patriarch’'s gesture, they sank back onto their
benches. Daralet out asmall sigh of relief as she sat.

Pyrrhos paused to gather his thoughts before he began to preach. "'l shal begin today by considering the
thirtieth chapter of Phos holy scriptures,” he said. " 'If you understand the commands the good god has
given, dl heresfter will befor the best: well-being and suffering, the onefor the just, the other for the
wicked. Thenin the end shall Skotos cease to flourish, while those of good life shdl regp the promised
reward and bask forevermore in the blessed light of the lord with the great and good mind.'

"Again, in the forty-sixth chapter we read, '‘But he who rejects Phos, heis a creature of Skotos, who in
the sght of the evil oneisbest.' And yet again, in thefifty-first: 'He who seeksto destroy for whatever
cause, heisason of the creator of evil, and an evildoer to mankind. Righteousnessdo | call to meto
bring good reward.'

"How do we apply these teachings? That the vicious foe who prowls our bordersiswicked isplainto al.
Y et note how perfectly the holy scriptures set forth hissin: heisadestroyer, an evildoer to mankind, a
son of the creator of evil, and one who gives no thought to the commands of the good god. And indeed,
oneday the eterna ice shall be hishome. May it be soon.”

"May it be soon," Krispos said. Beside him, Daranodded. A low mutter also rose from the congregation
below.

Pyrrhoswent on, "Aye, with Harvas Black-Robe and the savage barbarians who follow him, the
recognition of what isgood and what evil comes easily enough. Would that Skotos knew no guises more
seductive. But the dark god is atrickster and aliar, constantly seeking to ensnare and deceive men into
thinking they do good when in fact their actslead only toward theice.

"What shall we say, for example—" The patriarch loaded hisvoice with scorn, "—of priests and prelates
who make false statements for their own advantage, or who condone the sins of others, or who remainin
concord with those who condone the sins of others?”’

"He'swhipping Gnatiosagain,” Darasaid. "So heis," Krispossad. "Troubleis, hesusing Gnatiosto
whip dl the priestsin the whole hierarchy who don't spend every free moment mortifying their flesh, and |
told him not to do that." Now he wished he was down by the dtar. He could rise up in righteous wrath
and denounce the patriarch on the spot— and wouldn't that make a scandd to resound al through the
Empire! Helaughed alittle, enjoying theidea.

The laughter left hislips as Pyrrhos repeated, "What shal we say of these men who have blinded
themsalves to Phos sacred words? By the Lord with the great and good mind, hereis my answer: aman
of such nature no longer deservesthe gppdlation of priest. Heisrather awild anima, an evil scoundrel, a
sinful heretic, awhore, one who does not deserve and is not worthy to wear a blue robe. He will spend
al eternity in theice with histrue master Skotos. Histears of lamentation shall freeze to his cheeks—and
who would deny thisishisjust desert?’

The patriarch sounded grimly pleased at the prospect. He went on, "Thisiswhy we root out mishdievers
when and where we find them. For a priest who errsin hisfaith condemns not only himself to Skotos



clutches, but gives over hisflock aswell. Thusamisbdieving priest isdoubly damned and doubly
damnable, and must not be suffered to survive, much lessto preach.”

Krigpos did not like the buzz of gpprova that rose to the imperia niche. Religious strife was meet and
drink to thefolk of Videssosthe city. Pyrrhos might have promised to exercise economy, but the promise
went too much againgt his nature for him to keep it: he was acontroversidist born.

"Il haveto get rid of him," Krigpos said, though saying it aloud made him wince. Pyrrhos had given him
his start in the city. Driven by some mystic vision, the then-abbot had taken him to lakovitzes, thus
garting thetrain of eventsthat led to the throne. But now that Krigpos was on the throne, how could he
afford a patriarch who kept doing his best to turn Videssos upside down?

"With whom would you replace him?' Dara asked. Krispos shook his head. He had no idea.

Pyrrhos was finishing his sermon. "Asyou prepare to leave the temple and return to theworld, offer up a
prayer to the Avtokrator of the Videssans, that he may lead usto victory againgt al who threaten the
Empire”

That only made Krispos fed worse. Pyrrhos remained solidly behind him. But the patriarch threaetened
the Empire, too. Krispos had tried to tell him so, every way he knew how. Pyrrhos had not
listened—more accurately, had refused to hear. As soon as Krispos could decide on a suitable
replacement, it would be back to the monastery for the zeslous cleric.

The congregation recited Phos creed alast time to mark the end of the service. "Thisliturgy is
accomplished,” Pyrrhos declared. " Go now, and may each of you walk in Phos light forevermore.”

"May it be 0," the worshipers said. They rose from their benches and began filing out to the narthex.

Krigposand Daradso rose. The Haloga behind them unfroze from immobility. One of the northerners
muttered something in his own tongue to the other. The second guardsman started to grin until he saw
Krigposwatching him. Hisface congeded into soldierly immobility. Laughing at the ceremony, Krispos
guessed. He wished the Halogal would see the truth of Phos. On the other hand, an Avtokrator who
prosdlytized too vigoroudy was liable to see the Sze of hisbodyguard shrink.

The Haoga preceded the imperid couple down the stairs. The men and women in the narthex bowed
low as Krispos emerged. No proskynesis was required, not here: thiswas Phos precinct first. Flanked
by watchful guardsmen fore and aft, Krigpos and Darawent out to the forecourt.

With aflourish, the chief litter-bearer opened the door to the conveyance so Daracould dip in. Narvikka
came over to hold Progress head. Krigpos had his|eft foot in the stirrup when somebody not far away
shouted, "Y ou'll go to theice with the lax priest you follow!™

"Too much pickinesswill send you to theice, Blemmyas, for condemning those who don't deserveit,”
someone el se shouted back.

"Liar!" Blemmyas shouted.

"Who'saliar?' Fist smacked flesh with ameaty thwock. In aninstant, people dl over the forecourt were
screaming and cursing and pounding and kicking a one another. Wan sunlight sparkled off the sharpened
edge of aknife. "Dig up Pyrrhos bones!" someone yelled. Theice that walked Krispos spine had
nothing to do with chilly weather—digging up somebody's boneswasthe call to riot in the city.

A stone whizzed past his head. Another clattered off the Sde of Daraslitter. Shelet out a muffled shriek.
Krigpos sprang into the saddle. "Give me your axe!™ he shouted to Narvikka. The Haloga stared, then



handed him the weapon. "Good!" Krispos said. ™Y ou, you, you, and you—" He pointed to guardsmen.
"—stay here and help the bearers keep the Empress litter safe. Therest of you, follow me! Try not to
kill, but don't let yourselves get hurt, either.”

He spurred Progress toward the center of the forecourt. The Halogai gaped, then cheered and plunged
after him.

The axe was an impossible weapon to swing from horseback—too long, too heavy, balanced atogether
wrong. Had Progress not been an extraordinarily steady mount, Krispos first wild swipe would have
pitched him out of the saddle. Asit was, he missed the man at whom held aimed. Theflat of the axehead
crashed into the Sde of anearby man's head. Thefellow staggered asif drunk, then went down.

"Go back to your homes. Stop fighting,” Krispos yelled, again and again. Behind him, the armored
Haloga were happily felling anyone rash enough to come near them or too Sow to get out of the way.
From the cries of anguish that roseinto the sky, Krispos suspected they weren't paying much heed to his
urge of caution.

Theriot, though, was murdered before it had truly been born People in the forecourt broke and ran.
They weretoo afraid of the fearsome northerners to remember why they had been battling one another.
That suited Krisposwell enough. He held the axe across his knees as he brought Progressto a halt.

When he looked back, he saw about what he'd expected: severa men and awoman down and
unmoving. The Halogai were busy ditting belt pouches. Krigpos |ooked the other way. Things could have
got very sticky had they not waded into the crowd in hiswake.

From the top of the steps, priests peered down in dismay at the blood that splashed the snow in the
forecourt. Under that snow, old blood still stained the flagstones from the last riot Pyrrhos had ingpired.
Enough was enough, Krispos thought.

He leaned down from the saddle and returned Narvikka's axe to him. "Maybe one day | show you what
to dowithit," theHalogasad with ady smile.

Krispos ears heated; that stroke had looked as awkward asit felt, then. He pointed to a couple of
corpses. "Takethelr heads" he said. "Well set them at the foot of the Milestone with abig placard that
says 'rioters. The good god willing, people will seethem and think twice."

"Aye, Mgedy." Narvikkawent about his gridy task with no more concern than if held been daughtering
swine. He glanced over to Krispos when he was done. "Y ou go a them like a northern man.”

"It needed doing. Besides, if | hadn't, the fighting just would have spread and gotten worse." That wasa
most un-Halogalike notion. To the northerners, fighting that spread was better, not worse.

Krispos rode the few stepsto the litter. The bearers saluted.

One of them had acut on hisforehead and a blackened eye. He grinned at Krispos. "Thanksto you,
Magesty, we were only at the edge of things. They plumb stopped noticing us when you charged into the
middieof 'em.”

"Good. That'swhat | had in mind." Krigpos leaned down and spoke into the small window set into the
litter door. "Areyou dl right?*

"I'm fine," Daraanswered at once. "l wasin the safest place in the whole forecourt, after dl." The safest
place aslong as the bearers didn't run away, Krisposthought. Well, they didn't.



Darawent on, "I'm just glad you came through safe.”
He could hear that she meant it. HEd worried about her, too.

Thiswas not the fiery sort of love about which lute players sang in wineshops, this marriage of
convenience between them. All the same, bit by bit he was coming to see it was akind of love, too.

"Let's get back to the paaces,” he said. The litter-bearers stooped, grunted, and lifted. The Halogai fell
into place. Narvikka swaggered dong, holding by their beards the two heads he'd taken. City folk either
stared at the gruesome trophies or turned away in horror.

Narvikka had fought to defend the Emperor whose gold held taken, and had enjoyed every moment of it.
How, Krispos wondered uncomfortably, did that make him different from the Halogai who followed
Harvas? The only answer he found was that Narvikka's violence was under the control of the state and
was used to protect it, not to destroy.

That satisfied him, but not atogether. Harvas could trumpet the same claim for his conquests, no matter
how vicious they were. The difference was, Harvaslied.

"A petition for you, your Mgesty," Barsymes said.

"I'll read it," Krigpos said resignedly. Petitionsto the Avtokrator poured in from al over the Empire.
Most of them he did not need to see; he had alogothete in aid of requests who dealt with those. But even
the winter dowdown did not keep them from coming into the city, and the logothete could not handle

everything.

He unrolled the parchment His nogtrilstwitched, asif at the smell of bad fish. "Why didn't you tel meit
was from Gnatios?'

"Shdl | discard it, then?’

Krispos was tempted to say yes, but had second thoughts. "Aslong asit'sin my hands, | may aswell
read it through." Not the smallest part in his decision was Gnatios beautifully legible script.

" "The humble monk Gnatiosto hisimperid Maesty Krispos, Avtokrator of the Videssans: Greetings.' "
Krigpos nodded to himsa f—gone were the fawning phrases of Gnatios firdt letter. Having seen they did
no good, the former patriarch was wise enough to discard them. They were not his proper style anyhow.
Krigposread on:

"'Again, your Magesty, | beg the boon of an audience with you. | am painfully aware that you have no
reason to trust me and, indeed, every reason to mistrust me, but | write nonethel ess not so much for my
own sake asfor the sake of the Empire of Videssos, whoseinterest | have at heart regardless of who
holds the throne." "

That might even be true, Krigposthought. He imagined Gnatios scribbling in the scriptorium or in his
own monagtic cdll, pausing to seek out the telling phrase that would make Krigpos relent, or at |least read
further. Hed succeeded in the latter, if not in the former; Krispos eyes kept moving down the parchment.

" 'Let me speak plainly, your Magesty,' " Gnatioswrote. " 'The cause of Videssos present crisisisrooted
three hundred yearsin the pagt, in the theologica controversiesthat followed the invasions off the
Pardrayan steppe, the invasions that raped away the lands now known as Thatagush, Khatrish, and
Kubrat. Asaresult, you will need to consider those controversies and their consequencesin



contemplating combat against Harvas Black-Robe." "

Thejingling dliteration, though very much the vogue in sophisticated Videssian circles, only irritated
Krigpos. So did Gnatios confident "asaresult..." Of course the past shaped the present. Krispos
enjoyed histories and chroniclesfor exactly that reason. But if Gnatios claimed the Empire's current
problemswerein fact three hundred years old, he also needed to say why he thought so.

And he did not. Krigpostried to find hisreasons for holding back. Two quickly cameto mind. One was
that the deposed patriarch was lying. The other was that he thought he had the truth, but feared to set it
down on parchment lest Krispos use it and keep him mewed up in the monastery dl the same.

If that was what troubled him, he was naive—Krispos could send him back to the monastery of the holy
Skirios after hearing what he had to say as easily as he could after reading hiswords. Gnatios was many
things, Krigposthought, but hardly naive. Mot likely, that meant he waslying.

"Bring me pen and ink, please, Barsymes," Krispos said. When the eunuch returned, he took them and
wrote, "l fill forbid your release. Krispos Avtokrator." He gave the parchment to Barsymes. "Arrange to
have thisreturned to the holy sr, if you would.”

"Certainly, your Mgesty. Shdl | rgject out of hand any further petitionsfrom him?*

"No," Krigoos said after thinking it over. "I'll read them. | don't have to do anything about them, after al.”
Barsymes dipped his head and carried the petition away.

Krispos whistled between histeeth. Gnatios was everything Pyrrhos was not: he was smooth, suave,
rational, and tolerant. He was aso pliable and devious. Krispos had taken greet and maiciousgleein
confining him to the monastery of the holy Skirios for asecond time after Petronas rebellion failed. Now
he wondered whether Gnatios had learned enough humility in the monastery to serve as patriarch once
more.

When that occurred to him, he also wondered whether held lost his own mind. The monastery had
changed Petronas not at all, save only to fill him with abrooding desire for vengeance. If Pyrrhoswas
intolerable on the patriarch throne, what would Gnatios be but intolerable in some different way? Surdly it
would be better to replace Pyrrhos with an amiable nonentity, the priestly equivaent of barley porridge.

Y et somehow the idea of restoring Gnatios, once planted, would not go away. Krispos got up, still
whistling, and went to the sewing room to ask Darawhat she thought of it. She jabbed her needleinto the
linen fabric on her lap and stared up a him. "1 can see why you want Pyrrhos out,” she said, "but Gnatios
has kept trying to wreck you ever since you took the crown.”

"l know," Krispos said. "But Petronasis dead, so Gnatios has no reason—well, less reason—for
treachery now. He made Anthimos agood patriarch.”

"Y ou should have struck off his head when he surrendered at Antigonos. Then your own wouldn't be
filled with thismoonshine now."

Krigpos sghed. "No doubt you'reright. His petitions are probably moonshine, too."

"What petitions?' Daraasked. After Krigpos explained, her lip curled in anoblewoman's sneer. "If he
knows so much about these vast secrets he's keeping, let him tell them. They'd have to be vast indeed to
earn him hisway out of hiscell.”

"By the good god, so they would." Krispos bent down to kiss Dara. "I'll summon him and hear him out. If
he has nothing, | can send him back to the monastery for good.”



"Even that's better than he deserves." Daradid not sound quite happy at having her sarcasm taken
literdly. "Remember where you'd be, remember where we'd dl be—" She patted her belly. "—if held
hed hisway."

"I'll never forget it,” Krigpos promised. He made awry face. "But | aso remember what lakovitzestold
me, and Trokoundos, too: that Gnatiosisno one'sfoal. | don't haveto like him, | don't haveto trust him,
but | have the bad feding that | may need him." Dara stabbed her needleinto the cloth again. "'l don't like
it

"l don't either.” Krisposraised hisvoiceto cdl for Barsymes. When the eunuch came into the sewing
room, he said, "Esteemed gir, I'm sorry, but I've changed my mind. | think I'd best talk, or rather listen, to
Gnatios after al.”

"Very well, your Mgesty. | shdl seetoit at once." Barsymes could make his voicetondessaswell as
sexless, but Krigpos had now had yearsto learn to read it. He found no disapprova there. More than
anything ese, that convinced him he was doing the right thing.

VIl

Freezing rain pelted down. Gnatios shivered in his blue robe as he walked up to the imperia resdence.
The troop Halogal who surrounded him—Krispos was taking no chances on any schemesthe
ex-patriarch might have hatched—bore the nasty weather with the resigned air of men who had been
through worse.

Krigpos met Gnatios just inside the entranceway to the residence. Wet and dripping, Gnatios prostrated
himsdlf on the chilly marblefloor. Y our Mgesty ismost graciousto receive me," he said through
chattering teeth.

"Rise, holy s, rise.”" Gnatios |ooked bedraggled enough to make Krisposfed guilty. "Let'sget you dry
and warm; then I'll hear what you haveto say.” At hisnod, a chamberlain brought towels and fursto
swaddle Gnatios.

Krigposled Gnatios down the hall and into achamber fitted out for audiences. Gnatios step was sure,
but then, Krispos remembered, held been here many times before. 1akovitzes waited inside the chamber.
He rose and bowed as Krispos led in the former patriarch. Krispos said, "Since | intend to name
lakovitzes as Sevastos to succeed Mavros, | thought he should hear you aong with me.”

Gneatios bowed to lakovitzes. "Congratul ations, your Highness, if | may anticipate your coming into your
new office," he murmured.

lakovitzes stylusraced over wax. He held up what held written so Krispos and Gnatios both could read
it. "Never mind the fancy talk. If you know how to hurt Harvas, tell us. If you don't, go back to your
bleeding cdll."

"That'show itis, holy sir,” Krigpos agreed.

"l amaware of it, | assureyou," Gnatios said. For once his clever, rather foxy features were atogether
serious. "Intruth, | do not know how to hurt him, but I think 1 know who—'what' may be the better
word—heis. | rely on your Mgesty's honor to judge the value of that.”



"I'm glad you do, since you have no other choice save silence,” Krispossaid. "Now git, holy gr, and tell
meyour tae."

"Thank you, your Mgesty." Gnatios perched on achair. Krigpos sat down beside lakovitzes on the
couch that faced it. Gnatios said, "As | have written, thistale begins three hundred years ago."

"Go on," Krigpos said. He was glad he had 1akovitzes with him. He'd enjoyed the histories and
chronicles he'd read, but the noble was atruly educated man. HEd know if Gnatios tried to sneak

something past.

Gnatios said, " Surdly you know, your Mgesty, of the Empirestime of troubles, when the barbarians
poured in al aong our northern and eastern frontiers and stole so many lands from us."

"I should," Krigpos said. "The Kubratoi kidnapped me when | wasaboy, and | aided lakovitzesin his
diplomatic dealings with Khatrish some years ago. | know less of Thatagush, and worry about it less, too,
snceits bordersdon't touch ours.”

"Aye, we deal with them as nations now, like Videssosif neither so old nor so mighty,” Gnatios said. "But
it was not always so. We had ruled for hundreds of years the provinces they invaded. We—the Empire
of Videssos—had a comfortable world then. Save for Makuran, we knew no other nations, only tribes
on the Pardrayan steppe and in frigid Halogaland. We were sure Phos favored us, for how could mere
tribes do usharm?’

lakovitzes scribbled, then held up histablet. "We found out.”

"Wedid indeed,” Gnatios said soberly. "Within ten years of the borders being breached, athird of
Videssos territory was gone. The barbarians rode where they would, for once past the frontier they
found no forcesto resist them. Videssos the city was besieged. Skopentzanafell.”

"Skopentzana?' Krisposfrowned. "That's no city | ever heard of." Wondering if Gnatios had invented the
place, he glanced toward lakovitzes.

But 1akovitzeswrote, "It'sruins now. It liesin what's Thatagush these days, and the folk there till have
but scant use for towns. Inits day, though, it was agreet city, maybe next greatest in the Empire after
Videssos; in no way were more than two towns ahead of it."

"Shall | go on?" Gnatios asked when he saw Krigpos had finished reading. At Krispos nod, hedid: "Asl
said, Skopentzanafel. From what the few survivorswrote afterward, the sack was fearsome, with dl the
usua pillage and daughter and rape magnified by the size of the city and because no one had imagined
such afate could befdl him till the day. Among the men who got free was the prelate of the city, one
Rhaves."

Krigpos sketched the sun-circle over his heart. "The good god must have kept him safe.”
"Under other circumstances, your Mgesty, | might agree with you. Asis—well, may | digress briefly?"

"The whole business so for has seemed pretty pointless,” Krigpos said, "so how am | to know when you
wander off the track?' The story Gnatios soun was interesting enough—the man had agift for
words—Dbut seemed altogether unconnected to Harvas Black-Robe. If he could do no better, Krispos
thought, hed stay in his monagtery till hewas ninety.

"I hope to weave my threads together into awhole garment, Mgesty,” Gnatios said.

"Whole cloth, you mean,” lakovitzeswrote, but Krisposwaved for Gnatios to go on.



"Thank you, your Mgesty. | know you have no specid training in theology, but you must be ableto see
that a catastrophe like the invasion off the steppes brought crisisto the ecclesiagtica hierarchy. We had
believed—comfortably, again—that just as we went from triumph to triumph in the world, so Phos could
not help but triumph in the universe asawhole. That remains our orthodoxy to this day—" Gnatios
sketched the sun-sign. "—but it was sorely tested in those times.

"For, you see, now so many folk made the acquaintance of misfortune and outright evil that they began to
doubt Phos power. Out of this eventudly arose the Balancer heresy, which till holds sway in Khatrish
and Thatagush—aye, and even in Agder by Halogdand, which though till Videssian by blood hasits
own king. But worse than that heresy arose, aswell. As| said, Rhavas escaped the sack of
Skopentzana."

Krigpos eyebrows rose. "Worse came from the man who was prelate of an important city?"

"It did, your Mgesty. Rhavas, | gather, was connected not too distantly to the imperia house of thetime,
but earned his position by &bility, not through his blood. He might have been ecumenicd patriarch had
Skaopentzana not falen, and he might have been a great one. But when he made hisway to Videssosthe
city, hewas... changed. He had seen too much of evil when the Khamorth took Skopentzana; he
concluded Skotos was mightier than Phos.”

Even lakovitzes, whose piety ran thin, drew the sun-sign when he heard that. Krispos said, "How did the
priests of thetime take to that?"

"With poor grace, asyou might expect." Pyrrhos reply would have been fierce and full of horror. Gnatios
let understatement do the same job. Krigpos found he preferred Gnatios way. The scholarly monk went
on, "Rhavas, though, was become as great azealot for the dark god as he had been for Phos. He
preached his new doctrine to al who would listen, first in the temples and then in the streets after the
patriarch of the day banned him from the pulpit.”

Now Krisposwas interested in spite of himself. "They didn't let that go on, did they?' The thought of
Videssosthe city filled with worshipers of evil filled him with dread.

"No, they didn't,” Gnatios said. "But because Rhavas was well connected, they had to try him publicly in
an ecclesadtical court, which meant he had the privilege of defending himsdlf againgt the chargesthey
lodged. And because he was able—well, no, he was more than able; hewas brilliant. I've read his
defense, your Mgesty. It frightens me. It must have frightened the prelates of the day, too, for they
sentenced him to desth.”

"| ask you again, holy sr—how doesthis apply to the trouble we're in now? If this Rhavasisthree
centuries dead, then evil as he may have become—"

"Your Maesty, | am not at al sure Rhavasisthree centuries dead,” Gnatios said heavily. "1 am not sure
heisdead at dl. He laughed when the court sentenced him, and told them they had not the power to be
his death. He was|eft in his cell for the night, to brood on his mishelief and on the crimes he had
committed in the belief they furthered his god's ends. Guards came the next morning to take himto the
headsman and found the cell empty. Thelock had not been tampered with, there were no tunnels. But
Rhavas was gone."

"Magic," Krispossaid. The smal hairs on hisforearms and the back of his neck prickled erect.

"No doubt you areright, your Majesty, but because of the nature of Rhavas offense the cell was warded
by the finest sorcerers of the day. Afterward they al took oath their wards were undisturbed. Y et Rhavas
wasgone."



lakovitzes bent over histablet. He held it up to show what he had written. "Y ou're saying this Rhavasis
Harvas, aren't you?' He screwed up hisface to show what he thought of that. But then he lowered the
tablet so he could see it himsalf. When heraised it again, he pointed with his stylusto each namein turn.

For amoment, Krispos had no ideawhat he was driving at. Harvas was an ordinary Haoga name,
Rhavas an ordinary Videssian one. But wasit coincidence that both of them were formed from the same
|etters? The renewed prickle of darm hefelt told him no.

Gnatios stared at the two names asif he'd never seen them before. His eyesflicked from oneto the
other, then back again. "I didn't notice—" he breathed.

lakovitzes set the tablet in hislap so he could write. He passed it to Krigpos, who read it aloud: " ‘'No
wonder he wouldn't swear by Phos." " 1akovitzes believed, too, then.

"But if we're battling a... athree-hundred-year-old wizard," Krisposfatered, "how do we, how can we
hopeto beat him?"

"Your Mgesty, | do not know. | was hoping you could tell me," Gnatios said. Hisvoice held no irony.
Krigpos was the Avtokrator. Defegting foreign foes came with the job.

lakovitzeswrote again. "If we do face an undying wizard who worships Skotos and hates everything
Phos stands for, why hasn't he troubled Videssos long before now?”

That made Krispos doubt again. But Gnatios answered, "How do we know he has not? By the lord with
the great and good mind, your Highness, the Empire has suffered itsfull share of disasters over the years.
How many of them might Rhavas have caused or made worse? Our ignorance of the force behind the
misfortune failsto prove the force did not exig.”

"Holy g, | think—I fear—you areright," Krigpos said. Only aman—or whatever this Rhavas or Harvas
was, after so long— who loved Skotos could have inflicted such brutal savagery on Imbros. And only a
man who had studied sorcery for three centuries could have so baffled aclever, well-trained mage like
Trokoundos. The piecesfit as negtly asthose of awooden puzzle but Krispos cringed from the shape
they made.

Gnatios said, "Now do with me asyou will, your Mgesty. | know you have no reason to love me, nor,
truth to tell, have | any to love you. But thistae needed telling for the Empire's sake, not for yoursor
mine

"How peculiar,”" 1akovitzeswrote. "I thought him aman completely without integrity. Showsyou can't rely
on adverbs, | suppose.”

"Er, yes." Krispos handed the tablet back to 1akovitzes. When Gnatios saw he would not be invited to
read | akovitzes comment, one eyebrow arched. Krisposignored it. He was thinking hard. At last he
sad, "Holy s, thisdeserves areward, asyou well know."

"Being out of the monastery, eveniif but for abrief while, isreward in itself." Gnatios raised that eyebrow
agan. "How ever did you arrange for the most holy ecumenica patriarch of the Videssans—" Gnatios
put irony in hisvoice with ascapel, not ashove, "—to acquiesce in my release?”

"That's right, we both had to agreeto it, didn't we?" Krispos grinned sheepishly. "As amatter of fact,
holy sir, | forgot to ask him, and | gather an imperid summonsfor you was enough to overawe your
abbot."

"Evidently s0." Gnatios paused before continuing. " The most holy patriarch will not be pleased with you



for having enlarged me s0."

"That'sal right. | haven't been pleased with him for sometime.” Only after the words were out of his
mouth did Krisposwonder how impoalitic it was for him to run down the incumbent patriarch to aformer
holder of the office.

Not even Gnatios eyebrow stirred; Krispos admired that. Gnatios chose hiswords with evident care:
"Exactly how great areward did your Mgesty contemplate?”

lakovitzes gobbled. Gnatios turned hisway in surprise; Krigpos, by now, was used to the noble's strange
laugh. Hefdt like laughing himsdlf. " So you want your old post back, do you, holy sr?"

"l suppose | should fedl chagrin at being so obvious, but yes, your Mgesty, | do. To be frank—"
Krigposwondered if Gnatios was ever frank, "—the idea of that narrow zeal ot's possessing the
patriarcha throne makes my blood boil."

"Helovesyou just aswell," Krigpos remarked.

"I'm aware of that. | respect his honesty and sincerity. Have you not found, though, your Mgesty, that an
honest fanatic poses certain problems of hisown?"

Krispos wondered how much Gnatios knew of Pyrrhos summonsto the Grand Courtroom, of theriots
outsde the High Temple. Quite a lot, he suspected. Gnatios might be confined to hismonastic cdll, but
Krisposwaswilling to bet he heard every whisper in the city.

"Holy gr, thereis sometruth in what you say," he admitted. He leaned forward, asif hewereinthe
marketplace of Imbros— back in the days when Imbros marketplace held life—haggling over the price
of ashoat. "How can | hopeto trust you, though, after you've betrayed me not once but twice?!

"Always an interesting question.” Gnatios sighed, spreading hishandsin front of him. ™Y our Mgesty, |
have no good answer for it. | will say that | would be a better patriarch than the one you have now."

"For aslong as you take to decide someone e se would make a better Emperor than the one you have

Gnatios bowed his head. "An argument | cannot counter.”

"Hereiswhat | will do, holy sir: from now on, you may come and go as you will, subject to the wishes of
your abbot. | daresay you'll need something in writing." Krigpos called for pen and parchment, wrote
rapidly, sgned and sealed the document, and handed it to Gnatios. "I hope you'll overlook faults of style
and gramma."

"Y our Mgesty, for thisdocument | would overlook agreat dedl,” Gnatios said. In one sentence, that
summed up the difference between him and Pyrrhos. Pyrrhos never overlooked anything for any reason.

"If you find anything more in your histories, be sureto let me know at once,” Krispos said.

Gnatios understood the audience was over. He prostrated himself, rose, and started for the door.
Barsymes met him there. The vestiarios asked, " Shdll the Halogai accompany the holy sir back to his
monastery?'

"No, let him go back by himsdf," Krispos said. He succeeded in surprising his chamberlain, no easy fest.
With abow of acquiescence and an expression that spoke volumes, Barsymes led Gnatios toward the
door of theimperid residence.



Krigposlistened to the two sets of footsteps fading down the hal. He turned to lakovitzes. "Well, what
now?'

"Do you mean, what now asin giving Gnatios the High Temple back, or what now asin Harvas?'
lakovitzes wrote.

"I don't know," Krispos said, "and by the good god, | never expected the two questions to be wrapped
up with each other." He sighed. "L et'stalk about the patriarch first. Pyrrhos must go." In the two weeks
snce Krigposwent up into the imperia niche a the High Temple, two more fights had broken out
there— both of them, fortunately, small.

lakovitzes scribbled. "Aye, my dear cousin's not the most yielding sort, ishe? If you do want Gnatios
back, maybe you can keep him in line by threstening to feed him to the Halogal the first time the word
treason so much astiptoes across the back of histwisty little mind.”

"Something to that." Krigpos remembered how Gnatios had cringed from a guardsman's axe the night he
seized the Empire. Helooked down at the tablet in hislap, then admiringly over to lakovitzes. "Do you
know, | hear your voice whenever | read what you write. Y our words on wax or parchment capture the
very tone of your speech. Whenever | try to set thoughts down, they always seem so giff and formd.
How do you doit?

"Genius," lakovitzes wrote. Krigpos made asif to break the tablet over his head. The noble reclaimed it,
then wrote agood deal more. He handed it to Krispos. "'If you must have along answer, for onething, |
cameto writing earlier in life than you and have used it agood dedl longer. For another, thisis my voice
now. Shall | be silent merely because | can no longer utter the more or less articulate croaks that most
men use for speech?"

"| seethe answer isno," Krigpos said, thinking that lakovitzes was about as unyielding ashiscousin
Pyrrhos. Refusing to yield to adversity struck him as more admirable than refusing to yield to common
sense. The thought of 1akovitzes adversity led to the one who had caused it. "Now, what of Harvas?'

Bright fear widened lakovitzes eyes, then left them as he visibly took agrip on himsdf. He bent over the

tablet, used the blunt end of his stylusto smooth down the wax and give himsalf room to write. At last he
passed Krigpos hiswords. "Fight him as best we can. What elseisthere? Now that we have some notion
of what heis, perhapsthe wizards will better be able to arm themsdves againgt him."

Krigpos thumped himsdf on the forehead with the hed of hishand. "By the lord with the great and good
mind, | haven't any mind at al. Gnatios hasto tell histae to Trokoundos before the day isthrough.” He
shouted for Barsymes again. The vestiarios transcribed his note and took it to a courier for ddlivery to
Trokoundos.

That accomplished, Krispos leaned back on the couch. He had the battered fedling of a man to whom
too much had happened too fast. If Harvas or Rhavas or whatever his proper name was had been
perfecting his dark sorcery over haf adozen men'slives, no wonder held overcome amere mortd like
Trokoundos.

"Totheicewith Harvas or Rhavas or whatever his proper nameis," he muittered.
"What about Pyrrhos?" lakovitzes wrote.

"Y ou like to poke people with pointy sticks, just to see them jump,” Krispos said. lakovitzes look of
shocked indignation might have convinced someone who hadn't met him more than haf aminute before.
Krigposwent on, "I don't wish theice for Pyrrhos. | just wish hed go back to his monastery and keep



quiet. I'm not even likely to get that, worse luck. He won't bend, the stiff-necked old—"

Krigpos stopped. His mouth hung open. His eyeswent wide. "What are you gawping at?" lakovitzes
wrote. "It had better be Phos haly light, to account for that idiotic expression you're wearing."

"It'sthe next best thing," Krigpos assured him. Heraised hisvoice: "Barsymes! Areyou till there? Ah,
good. | want you to draft me a note to the most holy patriarch Pyrrhos. Hereswhat you need to say—"

Barsymes stuck his head into the audience chamber. "The most holy patriarch Pyrrhosis hereto seeyou,
your Mgesty."

"Good. He should be done to aturn by now." Krispos had put off four days of increasingly urgent
requests from the patriarch for an audience. He turned to 1akovitzes, Mammianos, and Rhisoulphos.
"Excellent and eminent Sirs, | ask you to bear careful witnessto what takes place here today, so that you
may take oath oniit a need.”

The three nobles nodded, formally and solemnly. Mammianos said, " This had better work.”

"The beauty of itis, | 'm no worse off if it doesn't,” Krigpos answered. "Now to business. | hear Pyrrhos
coming.”

The patriarch prostrated himsalf with hisusua punctiliousness. He glanced & the three high-ranking men
who sat to Krigpos I€eft, but only for amoment. His eyes sparked as he siwung them back to Krispos.
"Your Mgesty, | must vehemently protest this recent decision of yours." He drew out the note Krispos
hed sent him. "Oh? Why isthat, most holy sir?!

Pyrrhos jaw set. He knew when he was being toyed with. With luck, he did not know why. He ground
out, "Because, your Mgesty, you have restored to the monk Gnatios—the treacherous, wicked monk
Gnatios—as much liberty asis enjoyed by the other brethren of the monastery dedicated to the sacred
memory of the holy Skirios. Moreover, you have done so without consulting me.” Plainer than words, his
face said what he would have answered had Krigpos consulted him.

"The monk Gnatios did agreat service for me and for the Empire," Krispos said. "Because of that, I've
decided to overlook his past failings.”

"I havent,” Pyrrhossaid. "Thisinterference in theinternd affairs of the templesis unwarranted and
intolerable”

"Inthisspecid case, | judged not. And let me remind you that the Avtokrator is Avtokrator over dl the
Empire, citiesand farms and temples alike. Most holy g, | havetheright if | chooseto useit, and |
chooseto useit here.”

"Intolerable," Pyrrhos repeated. He drew himsdf up. ™Y our Mgesty, if you persgst in you pernicious
course, | have no choice but to submit to you my resignation in protest thereof.”

Off to Krispos |eft, someone sighed softly. He thought it was Rhisoulphos. It was dl the applause he
would ever get, but it was more than enough. "I'm sorry to hear that from you, most holy sir,” he said to
Pyrrhos. Just by ahair's breath, the patriarch began to relax. But Krispos was not finished. "I accept your
resgnation. These gentlemen will attest you offered it of your own free will, with no coercion
whatsoever."

lakovitzes, Mammianos, and Rhisoul phos nodded, formaly and solemnly.



"Y ou—planned this," Pyrrhos said in aghastly voice. He saw everything, too late.

"l did not urge you to resign,” Krigpos pointed out. "Y ou did it yourself. Now that you have doneit,
Barsymeswill prepare adocument for you to Sgn.”

"Andif | refuseto set my sgnature upon it?'
"Then you have resgned even s0. Asl sad, holy sr—"

Pyrrhos scowled at the abrupt devaluation of histitle. "—you resigned of your own accord, in front of
witnesses. That may be smoothest al around. | would have removed you if you inssted on staying
on—you promised to practice theologica economy and tolerate what you could, but none of your
sermons has shown even one drop of tolerance.”

Pyrrhossaid, "1 see everything now. Y ou will replace me with that panderer to evil, Gnatios. Without
your knowing it, the dark god has taken hold of your heart."

Krispos leaned forward and spat on the floor. "That to the dark god! Look at your cousin here, holy gir.
Remember what Harvas Black-Robe did to him. Would hefdl into any trap Skotos might lay?"

"Wereit baited with apretty boy, he might,” Pyrrhos said.

lakovitzes used atwo-fingered gesture common on the streets of Videssos the city. Pyrrhos gasped.
Krispos wondered when that gesture had last been aimed at a patriarch—no, an ex-patriarch, he
amended. lakovitzeswrote furioudy and passed histablet to Rhisoulphos. Rhisoulphosread it: " ‘Cousin,
the only bait you need is the hope of tormenting everyone who disagrees with you. Are you sureyou
have not swallowed it? "

"I know | believe the truth; thus anyone who holds otherwise embraces fa sehood,” Pyrrhos said, "I see
now that that includes those here. Mg esty, you may ban me from preaching in the High Temple, buit |
shdl take my message to the streets of the city—"

Now Krispos knew Pyrrhoswas no intriguer. A man wiser in theways of stirring up strife would never
have warned what he planned to do. Krispos said, "If what you believeisthetruth, holy sir, and if | have
fdleninto evil, how do you explain the vison that bade you help melike ason?!

Pyrrhos opened his mouth, then closed it again. Rhisoul phos leaned over to whisper to Krigpos, "If
nothing else, your Mgesty, you've confused him.”

Grateful even for so much, Krigpos nodded. He told Pyrrhos, "Holy sir, I'm going to give you an honor
guard of Halogal to escort you to the monastery of the holy Skirios. If you do decideto yell something
foolish to the people in the street, they'll do what they have to, to keep you quiet.” Pyrrhos could not
terrify the heathen northerners with threats of Skotos ice.

He could not be intimidated, either. "Let them do asthey will."

"The monastery of the holy Skirios, eh?' Mammianos said. One eyelid rose, men fdl. "I'm surethe holy
gr and Gnatios will have agood dedl to say to each other.”

Having planted his barb, the fat genera |eaned back to enjoy it. Pyrrhos did not disappoint him. The
cleric'sglare was as cold and withering as the fiercest of ice storms. Mammianos affected not to noticeit.
He went on, "Of course, Gnatios will have the blue boots back soon enough.”

"The good god shall judge between usin theworld to come,” Pyrrhos said. "I rest content with that." He



turned to Krigpos. "Phos shdl judge you, aswell, your Mgesty.”

"I know," Krigpos answered. "Unlikeyou, holy gr, I'm far from sure of my answers. | do the best | can,
evens."

Pyrrhos surprised him by bowing. " So the good god would expect of you. May your judgment be better
in other instances than it iswith me. Now summon your northerners, if you fed you must. Wherever you
send me, | shall continue to praise Phos holy name." He sketched the sun-circle over his heart.

In an abstract way, Krigpos respected Pyrrhos sincere piety. He did not let that respect blind him. When
Pyrrhos departed from the imperial residence, he did so under guard. 1akovitzes nodded approva. "Just
because someone sounds humbleis no sure reason to trust him," hewrote.

"From what I've seen at the throne, there's no sure reason to trust anyone.”

To his secret dismay, both Rhisoulphos and Mammianos nodded at that. lakovitzeswrote, "Y ou're
learning.” Krispos supposed he was, but did not care for the lessons his office taught him.

For thefirgt time since Harvas magic turned back the imperial army on the borders of Kubrat,
Trokoundos seemed something more than gloomy. "1 hope you intend to reward Gnatios for what he
ferreted out,” hetold Krispos. "Without it, wed still be stumbling around like so many blind men.”

"l haveareward in mind, yes," Krigpos said; at that moment, asynod of prelates and abbots was
contemplating Gnatios name for the patriarchate once more, along with those of two other men whom
the assembled clerics knew they had better ignore. "Now that you know more of Harvas, will he be
easer to defeat?'

"Knowing abear hasteeth, your Mg esty, doesn't take those teeth away," Trokoundos said. At Krispos
disappointed look, he went on, "till, snce we know where he grew them, perhaps we can do something
more about them. Perhgps.”

"Such as?' Krigpos asked eagerly.

"It'safar guess, Mgesty, that if he follows Skotos and draws his power from the dark god, his spells
will invert the usages with which werre familiar. That may make them easer to meet than if he, say, truly
cloveto the Haloga gods or the demons and spirits the steppe nomads revere. Magic from the nomads
or the northerners can come at you from any direction, if you know what | mean.”

"I think s0," Krigpossaid. "But if their mages or shamans or what have you can invoke their gods and
demons and have magic work, does that make those gods and demons as true as Phos and Skotos?'

Trokoundos tugged thoughtfully at hisear. "Magesty, | think that's a question better suited to the
patriarch's wisdom, or that of an ecumenica synod, than to one who aspires to nothing more than
competent wizardry."

"Asyouwish. In any case, it takes us off the track. Y ou know the direction from which Harvas spells
will come, you say?'

"So | believe, your Mgesty. Thisaids usto a point, but only to apoint. Harvas strength and skill must
gtill be overcome.’ The one, | have already seen, isformidable. Asfor the other, three centuries ago it
sufficed to free him from awarded cdll. He can only haverefined it in al the years since. That heremains
diveto torment us proves he hasrefined it."



"What shdl we do, then?" Krispos asked. Hed hoped having a handle on Harvas would give the mages
of Videssosthe meansto defeat him with minimal risk to themsdlves or to the Empire. But hed long since
found that thingsin the real world had away of being lesssmple and less easy than in Sorytdlers taes.
Thislooked like another lesson from that schoal.

Trokoundos words confirmed his own thoughts. "The best we can, your Mgesty, and pray to the lord
with the great and good mind that it be enough.”

Bad westher settled in not long before Midwinter's Day. Blizzard after blizzard roared into Videssosthe
city from the northwest, off the Videssian Sea. On Midwinter's Day itsdlf, the snow blew so hard and
quick that even Krispos, with the best seet in ; the Amphitheater, made out little of the skits performed on
the track before him. The peoplein the upper reaches of the huge ova stadium could have discerned only
drifting white.

Thefind troupe of mimes changed its act at the last minute. They came out carrying canes and tapped
their way through their routine, asif they'd all suddenly been stricken blind. On the spine of the
Amphitheeter, Krigpos laughed loudly. So did many in hisentourage, and in thefirst few rows of seats
around the track. Everyone else must have wondered what was funny—which was just the point the
mimes were making. Krispos laughed even more when he worked that out.

On theway back to the palaces after the show in the Amphitheater was done, he legped over abonfire
to burn away misfortune for the coming year. That fire was but one of many that blazed each Midwinter's
Day. Thisyear, though, the good-luck bonfires brought misfortune with them. Whipped by winter gaes,
two got out of control and ignited nearby buildings.

Now Krigpos saw through swirling snow the smudges of smoke held feared during the reigiousriots
Pyrrhos had caused. The snow did little to dow the flames. Fire-fighting teams dashed through the city
with hand pumps to shoot water from fountains and ponds, with axes and dedgehammers to knock down
homes and shopsto build firebreaks. Krispos had no great hope for them. When fire got loosg, it usuadly
pleasad itself, not any man.

The teams amazed him. They succeeded in stopping one of the fires before it had esten morethan a
block of buildings. The other blaze, by luck, had started near the city wall. It burned what it could, then
came to the open space inside the barrier and died for lack of fuel.

Krigpos presented a pound of gold to the head of the team that beat thefirst fire, amiddle-age fellow
with afine head of slver hair and a matter-of-fact competence that suggested years asasoldier. Nobles
and logothetes in the Grand Courtroom appl auded the man, whose name was Thokyodes.

"Along with thisreward from the grateful state,” Krispos said, "'l aso give you ten goldpiecesfrom my
private purse.”

More applause rose. Thokyodes clenched hisright fist over his heart in salute—he was a veteran, then.
"Thank you, your Mgesty," he said, pleased but far from obsequious.

"Maybe you'll use one of those ten on a potion to make your eyebrows grow back faster,” Krispos said,
soft enough that only he and the team leader heard.

Not abit put out, Thokyodes laughed and ran the palm of his hand across hisforehead. "Aye, | do look
strange without ‘em, don't 1? They got singed right off me." He made no effort to keep hisvoice down.
"Fghting firesisjugt likefighting any other foe. The closer you get, the better you do.”



"You did the city agreat service," Krispos said.

"Couldnt've doneit without my crew. By your leave, your Mgesty, I'll sharethiswith dl of them.”
Thokyodes held up the sack of goldpieces.

"It's your money now, to do with asyou please," Krigpos said. The gpplause that rang out thistime was
unrehearsed, sincere, and startled. Few of the courtiers, men who had far more than this fireman, would
have been as generous, and they knew it. Krigpos wondered if he would have matched the man had fate
led him to an ordinary job instead of the throne. He hoped so, but admitted to himsdlf that he was not
aure.

"| think you would have," Darasaid when he wondered again later in the day, thistimedoud. "ThisI'll tell
you—Harvaswouldn't.”

"Harvas? Harvas would have stood next to the fire with his cheeks puffed out, to blow it dong.” Krigpos
smiled at hisconceit. A moment later the smile blew out. He sketched Phos sun-circle. "By the good
god, how do | know his magic didn't help the blazes spread?”

"Y ou don't, but if you start seeing him under our bed whenever anything goes wrong, you'll have your
head down there all the time, because we don't need Harvas to know misfortune.”

"That'strue," Krigpos said. "Y ou have good sense.” His smile came back, thistimefull of gratitude.
Harvas was quite bad enough without afearful imagination making him worse.

Darasaid, "l doftry. It'snicethat you notice. | remember when—" She stopped without telling Krigpos
what she remembered when. It had to do with Anthimas, then. Krispos did not blame her for steering
away from that time; it had not been happy for her. But that meant severa years of her life, the ones
before Krispos became vestiarios, were amost blank to him, which occasiondly led to awkward pauses
likethisone.

Hewondered if every second husbhand and second wife endured them. Probably, he thought. It would
have been more awkward yet had her marriage to Anthimaos been agood one. A lot more awvkward, he
redlized with an inward chuckle, because then she would not have told him Anthimos intended to kill him.

"Can't get much more awkward than that,” he muttered under his breeth.
"Thanwhat?' Daraasked. "Nevermind."

Whenever fat Longinos burst in on him on the dead run, Krispos braced for trouble. The chamberlain, to
his disappointment, did not disappoint him. "Maesty,” Longinos gasped, wiping his brow with aslken
kerchief—only afat eunuch could have been sweaty after so trivia an exertion; it was freezing outside
and not agreat ded warmer insde the imperia resdence. "Mgesty, the most holy patriarch
Pyrrhos—I'm sorry, your Mgesty, | mean the monk Pyrrhos—is preaching againgt you in the street.”

"Is he, by the good god?" Krispos sprang up from his desk so quickly that acouple of tax registers
fluttered to the floor. He let them lie there. So Pyrrhos indignation at being removed from the patriarcha
throne redlly had overcome hislongtime loyalty, hed it?"What's he saying?'

"He's spewing forth agreat vomit of scanda, your Maesty, over, ah, over your, ah, your relationship
with her Mgesty the Empress Dara before you, ah, rose to the imperid dignity." Longinos sounded
indignant for his master's sake, though he had known Krigpos and Darawere loverslong before they
were man and wife.



"Is he?" Krigpos said again. "Hell spew forth hislifes blood before I'm through with him."

Longinos eyeswent large with dismay. "Oh, no, your Mgesty. To cut down one but lately so highinthe
temples, one still with many backers who—begging your pardon, your Mg esty—deem him more holy
than the present wearer of the blue boots ... your Mgesty, it would mean more blood than Pyrrhos
done. It would mean riots"

Hed found the word he needed to stop Krisposin histracks. Dividing the city—dividing the
Empire—againgt itsdf was the one thing Krispos could not afford. "But,” he said, asif arguing with
himsdf, "I can't afford to let Pyrrhos defame me, either. If that nonsense goes on for long, it'll bring some
would-be usurper out of the woodwork, sure as sure.”

"Indeed, your Mgesty," Longinos said. "Were you ten years on the throne rather than two—not even
two—you might et him rant, confident he would beignored. Asitis—"

"Aye. Asitis, peoplewill listen to him. They'll take him serioudly, too, thanksto his piety.” Krigoos
snorted. "Asif anyone could take Pyrrhos any way but serioudy. I've hardly seen him amilein dl the
years |'ve known him, the somber old—" He stopped, laughing out loud. When he could spesk again, he
asked, "Whereis Pyrrhos giving this harangue of his?*

"In the Forum of the Ox, your Mgesty," Longinos said.

"All right; he should be easy enough to find there. Now, esteemed sir, thisiswhat | want you to do—"
He spoke for saverd minutes, finishing. "Do you think you should have something in writing from me, to
make sure my orders get carried out?"

"Y es, that would be best." Longinos looked half amused, half scandalized. Krisposwrote quickly and
handed him the scrap of parchment. The eunuch read it over, shook his head, then visbly pulled himsalf
together. "I shdl havethis ddivered immediatdy, your Magesty."

"Seethat you do," Krispos said. Longinos hurried away, caling for acourier. Krispos prided himsdf on
not wasting time, so he reviewed another tax document before he ambled out to the entrance to the
imperia residence. The Halogai there stood to gtiff attention. "Asyou were, lads," hetold them. "Were
going for awak."

"Where are your parasol-bearers, then, Mgesty?' Geirrod asked.

"They'd just get in theway today," Krispossaid. The Halogal stirred at that. A couple of them ran fingers
down the edges of their axeblades to make sure the weapons were sharp. One must have found atiny
nick, for hetook out awhetstone and went to work with it. When he checked again, the axe passed his
test. He put away the stone.

"Whereto, Mgesty?' Geirrod said.

"The Forum of the Ox," Krispos answered lightly. " Seemsthe holy Pyrrhosisn't taking kindly to not being
patriarch any more. He's saying some rather rude things about me there.”

TheHdoga dtirred again, thistimein anticipation. "Y ou want usto curb histongue for him, eh?' said the
onewho had sharpened his axe. He examined his edge anew, asif to make certain it could bite through a
holy man's neck.

But Krigpos said, "No, no. | don't aim to harm the holy sir, just to shut him up.”

"Better you should kill him," Geirrod said. "Then helll not trouble you ever again.” Therest of the



guardsmen nodded.

Krisposwished he could view the world with the ferocious smplicity the Halogai used. In Videssos,
though, few things were as smple as they seemed. Without answering Geirrod, Krispos strode down the
gairs. The northerners came after him, surrounding him to hold potential assassins at bay.

The Forum of the Ox was amile and haf, perhaps two miles east down Middle Street from the palace
quarter. Krispos walked briskly to keep warm. He was glad of his escort as he passed through the plaza
of Pdamas; asusud, the Halogai marched in away that said they would trample anyone who did not get
clear. Crowds melted before them, asif by magic.

He hurried down Middle Street. He wanted to catch Pyrrhosin the act of preaching against him;
whatever punishment he might mete out after the fact, no matter how savage, would not have the effect
he wanted. Making amartyr out of the prelate was the last thing he had in mind.

A few hundred yards past the government office building, Middle Street jogged to the south. The Forum
of the Ox lay not far ahead. Krigpos sped up till he was dmost trotting. To have Pyrrhos get away from
him now would be unbearably frustrating. He hoped again that his orders had gone through on time.

In ancient days, the Forum of the Ox had been Videssos the city's chief cattle market. It was ill an
important trading center for goods bulkier, more mundane, and less expensive than those sold in the plaza
of Palamas: livestock, grain, cheap pottery, and olive oil. People here stared at Krispos escort before
they got out of the way. In the plaza of Palamas, close by the paaces, they were used to seeing the
Avtokrator. He was a much less frequent visitor in this poorer part of the city.

A quick glance around the square showed him what he sought: a knot of men and women gathered
around aman in a blue monk's robe. The monk—even across the square, Krigpos recognized Pyrrhos
tal, thin frame and lean face—stood on abarrel or box or stone that raised him head and shoulders
above hisaudience. Krigpos pointed. "Over there.” The Haoga nodded. They moved on Pyrrhoswith
the directness of apack of wolves advancing on awisent.

Pyrrhoswas atrained orator. Long before he reached the rear edge of the crowd that listened to the
cleric, Krispos could hear what he was saying. So could half the people in the Forum of the Ox. "He
must have learned his corruption from the master he formerly served, for surely depravity wasthe name
by which Anthimos was better known. Y et in his own way, Krigpos outdid Anthimosin vice, first
seducing the previous Avtokrator's wife," then using her againgt her husband to climb over his dead body
to the throne. How will—how can—Phos bless our efforts with such aman inhabiting the palaces?’

Pyrrhos must have seen Krispos and his bodyguards approach, but he did not pause in his address.
Krispos dready knew he had courage. Pyrrhos aso did not suddenly break off his speech to point out to
his audience that the adulterous monster he had been denouncing was here. That, in his sandass, Krispos
might havetried, if he truly aimed to overthrow some-one. But Pyrrhos did not deviate from what he had
decided to say: his mind was made up, which left no room in it for change.

Krigposfolded hisarmsto listen. Pyrrhos continued his harangue asif the Avtokrator were not there. He
paid even less attention to the squad of firemen who dashed into the Forum of the Ox. Othersround the
sguare glanced up in some darm at the sght of the men armed with Hal oga-style axes and with ahand
pump carried by two men who were sweating even in the chill of winter. Especidly after the close escape
on Midwinter's Day, fire was a congtant fear in the city.

But the fire team made Straight for the crowd round the gesticulating monk. "Makeway!" the fire captain
shouted.



People tumbled away from the crew. "Wheresthefire?' somebody yelled.

"Right here!" Thokyodesydled back. "L eastways, | got ordersto put out thisincendiary here." He
waved to his crew. One of them swung the pump handle up and down. The other turned his hose toward
Pyrrhos.

Cold water from the hand pump's wooden tub gushed forth. The people nearest Pyrrhos stampeded
away from him, cursing and spluttering as they went. Pyrrhos himsdlf tried to spesk on through his
drenching, but started to sneeze whether he wanted to or not. The fire team kept hosing him down until
the tub was empty. Then Thokyodes looked over to Krigpos. "Shall wefill ‘er up again, your Mgesty?!

Pyrrhoslooked asif alittle more would drown him. "No, that's fine, Thokyodes, thank you,” Krigpos
sad. "l think he's been cooled down very nicely."

"Cooled down—ahhehoo!—am 17" Pyrrhos shouted. Water dripped from his beard and from the end of
his nose. "Nay, I've just—ahhehoo!—begun to speak the truth about our imperia adulterer. Now hear
me, people of Videssos—"

"Go home and dry off, holy Sir," someone caled, not unkindly. "Y oull take aflux on thelungsif you go
on likethis" "Aye, your tal€'s as soggy as your robe anyhow," someone else said. A woman added,
"Savethefirein your bely to warm yoursdlf."

"No, the crew just doused that fire," aman said. He chuckled at his own wit.

Pyrrhos had lived all hisadult lifein monasteries or attached to one temple or another. He was used to
respect from the laity, not gibes—not even gibes kindly meant. But worse than those gibeswas the
laughter that sprang from so many throats at the spectacle of afurious, drenched, shivering holy man
gtanding on his perch—it was an overturned box, Krigpos saw—trying to kegp on with his denunciation
through teeth that chattered loud as the wooden finger cymbals V aspurakaner dancers used to clack out
ther rhythm.

He might have stood up against being ignored: because they preached the virtues of away of life more
audtere than most folk would willingly embrace, monks were often ignored. But laughter he could not
endure. Glaring at the crowd in generd and Krigposin particular, he avkwardly scrambled down from
his box and stalked away. A fresh sneezing spasm robbed even his departure of dignity.

"Phoswith you, drippy Pyrrhos!" aman with aloud voice yelled after him. New laughter rang out.
Pyrrhos back, already Hiff, jerked asif someone had stuck aknifeinto him. "Drippy Pyrrhos, good old
drippy Pyrrhos," the crowd sang. His departure turned to headlong retreet; by the time he reached the
edge of the Forum of the Ox, hewasal but running.

Geirrod turned to Krigpos. "Hell love you no better for this, Mgesty,” the guardsman said. "Make aman
out afool and helll reckon himsdlf at feud with you no lessthan if you'd dashed him with sword.”

"He's dready at feud with me, and with everyone else who won't think and do just as he does,” Krispos
answered. "Now, though, the good god willing, people won't take him so serioudy. The holy
Pyrrhos—until lately, the most holy Pyrrhos—was someone whose notions you'd respect. But how much
attention would you pay to good old drippy Pyrrhos?'

"Ahh, now | seeit,” Geirrod said dowly. "Y ou've poisoned hisword.” He spoke in his own language to
hisfelow northerners. Their deep voices rose and fell; their eyes swung toward Krigpos. Geirrod said,
"Who but a Videssan would think to day aman with laughter?' The other Halogai nodded solemnly.



A few feet away, Thokyodes gestured to his crew. The two men who had hauled the pump around now
st it down with grunts of relief. The rest leaned on their fire axes, save for one who strolled off toward a
fellow sdlling roasted chickpess.

Thokyodes caught Krispos eye. When Krigpos did not look away, the fire captain came over to him.
"Wdll, your Mgesty, | hope we put out some trouble for you there," he said. Thokyodes was Videssian
and, by his accent, acity man. He required no explanations to understand what Krispos had planned.

"| think you did," Krigpossaid. "Y ou'll be rewarded for it, too."

"| thank you," Thokyodes said briskly. He did not try to protest his own unworthiness. Businesswas
business.

Krigposraised hisvoice and caled out, "All right, folks, the show isover for today." The crowd that had
been listening to Pyrrhos rapidly melted away. A few people averted their faces asthey went by Krigpos,
asif they did not want him to know they had been anywhere near someone who preached against him.
More, though, went off chattering happily; asfar asthey were concerned, Pyrrhos harangue and
Krigpos responseto it might have been arranged only for their amusement. City folk werelike that,
Krigpos thought with a touch of exasperation.

By thetime he and the Halogai got back to the palaces, winter's short day was amost done. Longinos
looked ready to burst from curiosity when Krispos cameinto theimperid residence. 'Y our Mgesty,
surely you didn't—"

"—treat Pyrrhos asif he were afire that needed putting out?' Krispos brokein. "Oh, but | did, esteemed
ar." He explained how Thokyodes and his crew had hosed down the cleric, finishing, "Most of the
people who saw it got agood laugh out of it."

Like thefire cgptain, Longinos caught on in ahurry. "Hard to take alaughingstock serioudy, eh, your
Magesty?'

"Just S0, esteemed Sir. | remembered how much trouble Petronas had, trying to get rid of Skombros
when he was vestiarios. No matter how plainly he showed Anthimaos that Skombros was a scoundrel,
Anthimos stood by him. But when he arranged to have Skombros laughed at, he was out of the palaces
within aweek."

"Ah, yes, Skombros," Longinos murmured. By hisvoice, he might have forgotten that the eunuch who
was once Petronas rival asthe chief power behind Anthimos throne had ever existed. Krispos was
undeceived. Longinos went on, "The good god willing, your Mgesty, Pyrrhoswill have been dedt with
as, ah, thoroughly as Skombroswas."

Krigpos sketched the sun-sign. "May it be s0."

Iron-shod hooves clattered on cobblestones. Chain mail jingled. "Eyesto the right!" an officer bawled.
Asthe regiment rode past the reviewing stand, the lead troopers looked over to Krispos and saluted.

He put hisfist over hisheart in return. The crowd that lined both sides of Middle Street cheered. The
soldiers, most of them in Videssos the city for thefirst time, grinned at the cheers and went back to
gaping at the wonders of the imperid capitd. Awed expressions asde, the young men from the
westlands central plateau looked like solid troops, well mounted and in good spirits despite the long,
grudling dog that had at |ast brought them hereto the city.



A raindrop splashed off Krigpos cheek, then another and another. The soldiersriding by reached up to
tug the hoods of their surcoats lower on their foreheads. Some spectators opened umbrellas; other
retreated under the colonnades that flanked the thoroughfare.

When the last horse had trotted past, Krispos stepped down from the reviewing stand with asigh of
relief. By then he was just about as wet as Pyrrhos had been after Thokyodes turned the pump on him.
Hewas glad to mount Progress and head back to theimperia residence. A brisk toweling, abow! of hot
mutton stew, and afresh robe worked wonders for his attitude. After dl, he thought, it had been rain, not
snow. Winter's grip would ease soon. When the roads dried, the army he was assembling here would
move north againgt Harvas. He hoped to have seventy thousand men under arms. Surely the Empire'sfull
weight, backed by the cleverest mages of the Sorcerers Collegium, could overcome one wicked wizard
who somehow refused to die.

Barsymes carried away the silver bowl that had held stew. He paused in the doorway. "Magesty, do |
need to remind you that the envoy of the King of Kings of Makuran has arranged for an audience with
you this afternoon?'

"I remember,” Krigpos said, not altogether happily. He wished he could forget about Videssos great
western neighbor, the more so as he was concentrating so much of hisarmy against the Empire's northern
foe. He had aready discovered that wishes availed little in statecraft.

Chihor-V shnasp, the Makuraner envoy, was an elegant man of middle years, with along rectangular
face, deep hollows under his cheekbones, and large, soulful brown eyes that |ooked perfectly candid.
Looks, Krispos knew, were not to be trusted. When Chihor-V shnasp performed the proskynesis before
him, the ambassador's headgear, abrimless gray fdlt hat that looked like nothing so much as a bucket, fell
from hishead and rolled afew feet away. "That happens every time you cometo see me," Krispos
observed.

"Soit does, your Mgesty. A smal indignity of no import between friends." Chihor-V shnasp retrieved the
errant hat and replaced it on his head. His Videssian was excdllent; only atrace of hisnative hisssaid he
was not an educated native of Videssosthe city. Hewent on, "1 bring you the greetings of his puissant
Maesty Nakhorgan, King of Kings, pious, beneficent, to whom the God and his Prophets Four have
granted many years and wide domains.

"I am aways glad to have the greetings of his puissant Mgesty,” Krispossaid. "In your next dispaich to
Mashiz, please send himmine.”

Chihor-V shnasp bowed in his seat. "He will be honored to receive them. He dso wishes me to convey to
you hishope for your success againgt the vicious barbarians who assail your northern frontier. Makuran
has suffered inroads from such savages; his puissant Mgjesty knows what Videssos is enduring now and
sympathizeswith your pain.”

"His puissant Mgesty isvery kind." Krigpos thought he had caught the drift of the conversation. He
hoped he was wrong.

Unfortunately, he was right. Chihor-V shnasp continued, "1 add my hopesto his. may your war be
successful. Since you have invested so much of Videssos strength in it, no doubt you will vanquish your
foes. Without peace with Makuran, there can be no doubt that some of your armies would have
remained in the westlands. Indeed, your decision to commit them speakswell of your confidencein the
enduring amity between our two great empires.”

Now Krispos knew what was coming. The only question was how expensive it would prove. "Should |
think otherwise?" he asked.



"Not al leaders of Videssos have felt asyou do," Chihor-V shnasp reminded him. "Only yesterday, it
seems, the Sevastokrator Petronas launched an unprovoked assault against Makuran.”

"I opposed that war," Krispos said.

"I remember, and | honor you for it. Nonetheless, you must be aware of what would happen if his
puissant Maesty Nakhorgan, King of Kings, chose this summer to avenge himself for theinsult offered to
Makuran. With your forces directed away from your western border, our brave horsemen would charge
ahead, sweeping dl before them.”

Krigpos wanted to bite hislip. He held hisface still instead. "Y ou're right, of course,” he said.
Chihor-Vshnasp'siron-gray eyebrows arched. That was not how the game was played. Krispos went
on, "If his puissant Mgesty redlly intended to invade Videssos, you wouldn't come here to warn me.
How much does he want for being talked out of it?"

Those eyebrows rose again; the envoy was an artist with them. He said, "It isan intolerable affront to the
God and his Prophets Four that Makuran should remain bereft of the valey that containsthe grest cities
of Hanzith and Artaz."

Between them, the two little V aspurakaner town might have held half as many people as, say, Opsikion.
"Makuran may have them back." Krigpos said, abandoning with a sentence the valey that wasthe sole
fruit of Petronas war of three years before, the war Petronas had thought would take him al the way to
Maghiz.

"Y our Mgesty isgracious and generous,” Chihor-V shnasp said with asmall smile. "With such goodwill,
al difficulties between nations may yet fal by the wayside, and peace and harmony prevail. Y et his
puissant Mg esty the King of Kings Nakhorgan remains aggrieved that you love other sovereigns more
thanhim.”

"How can you say such athing?' Krispos cried, the picture of shock and dismay. "No ruler could be
dearer to my heart than your magter."

Chihor-V shnasp sadly shook his head. "Would that his puissant Mg esty could believeyou! Y et he has
seen you fling great sums of gold to this wretch known as Harvas Black-Robe, who rewarded you with
nothing but treachery. And his puissant Mg esty, the good and true friend of Videssos, has not known so
much as a copper of your great bounty."

"How many copperswould satisfy him?* Krigpos asked dryly.

"Y ou paid Harvas a hundred pounds of gold, not so? Surely agood and true friend is worth three times
as much as alying barbarian who takes your money and then does as he would have had you never paid
him. Indeed, your Mgesty, | reckon that abargain.”

"A bargain?' Krigpos clapped a dramatic hand to his forehead. "1 reckon that an outrage. His puissant
Maesty islooking to suck Videssos blood and asks usto give him asolid gold straw with which to
drink.”

The dickering went on for severa days. Krigpos knew he would have to pay Nakhorgan more than he
had given Harvas; the King of Kings honor demanded it. But paying Nakhorgan alot more than he had
given Harvas went against Krispos grain. For his part, Chihor-V shnasp haggled more likearug
merchant than aMakuraner grandee.

At last they settled on a hundred fifty pounds of gold: 10,800 goldpieces. "Excellent, your Magesty,"



Chihor-V shnasp said when they reached agreement.

Krigposdid not think it was excedllent; he'd hoped to get away with something closer to ahundred
twenty-five pounds. But Chihor-V shnasp knew too well how badly he needed peace with Makuran. He
sad, "His puissant Mgesty has an able servant in you.”

"Y ou give me credit beyond my worth," Chihor-Vshnasp said, but hisvoice had apurr init, likea
stroked cat's.

"No indeed," Krispossaid. "l will order the gold sent out today."

"And | shdl inform his puissant Mgesty that it has begun itsjourney to him." Looking as pleased with
himsdlf asif the hundred fifty pounds of gold were going to him instead of his master, Chihor-V shnasp
made his elaborate farewells and departed.

"Barsymes!" Krigposcdled.

The vestiarios appeared in the doorway, prompt and punctud as usud. "How may | help you, your
Maesy?"
"What in Skotos cursed name does puissant mean?”

Phogtistoddled out of theimperid residence on uncertain legs. He blinked at the bright spring sunshine,
then decided heliked it and smiled. One of the Halogai grinned and pointed. "Thelittle Avtokrator, he
hasteeth!"

"Half adozen of them," Krispos agreed. "Another one's on the way, too, so helll chew your greaves off if
you let him get near you."

The guardsmen drew back in mock fright, laughing al the while. Phostis charged toward the stairs. Hed
only been able to walk without holding on to something for about aweek, but he had the hang of it.
Going down stairs was something else again. Phogtis plan wasto walk blithely off the first one he came
to, just to see what would happen. Krigpos caught him before he found out.

Far from fedling rescued, Phostis squirmed and kicked and squawked in Krigpos arms. "Aren't you the
ungrateful one?" Krispos said as he carried the toddler to the bottom of the stairway. "Would you rather
I'd let you smash your slly head?’

By dl indications, Phostis would have preferred exactly that. When Krispos put him down at the base of
the stairs, he refused to stay there. Instead, he started to climb back toward the top. He had to crawl to
doit; therisersweretoo tal for him to raise hislittle legs from one to the next. Krisposfollowed close
behind, in case ascent turned to sudden and unplanned descent. Phostis reached the top unscathed—then
spun around and tried to jump down. Krigpos caught him again.

In the entranceway to the residence, someone clapped. Krispos looked up and saw Dara. "Bravely
done, Krispos," she cdled, mischief in her voice. "Y ou've saved the heir to the state.” The Halogai
bowed as she came out into the sunshine. Now no robe, no matter how flowing, could concedl her
swdling abdomen.

Krigposlooked down at Phostis. "The heir to the state won't live to inherit it unless somebody keepsan
eye on him every minute of the day and night." As soon as the wordswere out of his mouth, he
wondered if Darawould take them the wrong way; held lived in Videssos the city too long to be unaware



that plotting, even ahead of the racesin the Amphithester, wasits favorite sport.

She only smiled and said, "Babies are like that." She turned toward the sun and closed her eyes. "During
thewinter, you think it will never get warm and dry again. I'd liketo be alizard and just and here and
bask." But after she'd basked for aminute or two, her smile faded. "I aways used to wish winter would
end as soon asit could. Now | half want it to last longer— the good weather means you'll be going out
on campaign, doesn't it?"

"You know it does," Krigpos said. "Unless we get another rainstorm, the roads should be dry enough to
travel by the end of the week."

Daranodded. "I know. Will you be angry if | tel you I'm worried?!

"No," he answered after some thought. "I'm worried, too." He looked north and east. He couldn't see
much, not with the cherry trees that surrounded the imperia residence in such riotous pink bloom, but he
knew Harvas was there waiting for him. The knowledge was anything but reassuring.

"I wish you could stay here behind the safety of the city'swalls" Darasaid.

He remembered his awe on the day he first came to Videssosthe city and saw its massive double ring of
fortifications. Surely even Harvas could find no way to overthrow them. Then he remembered other
thingsaswell: Develtos, Imbros, and Trokoundos warning that he should meet Harvas asfar from the
city as he could. Trokoundos had away of knowing what he was talking about.

"l don't think theré's safety anywhere, not while Harvasison theloose," he said dowly. After amoment,
Dara nodded again. He saw how much it cost her.

Phostiswiggled in hisarms. He set the boy down. A Halogatook out his dagger, undid the sheath from
his belt, and tossed it near Phostis. Gold inlays ornamented the shegth, their glitter drew Phostis, who
picked it up and started chewing onit.

"It'sbrassand leather,” Krigpostold him. ™Y ouwont likeit." A moment later Phostis made aghastly face
and took the sheath out of his mouth. A moment after that, he started gnawing on it again.

From behind Dara, Barsymes said, "Here are some proper toys." Herolled alittle wooden wagon to
Phodtis. Insdeit were two cleverly carved horses. Phostis picked them up, then threw them aside. He
raised the wagon to his mouth and began to chew on awhed!.

"Stick him by ariver, helll cut down treeslike abeaver,” aHa oga said. Everyone laughed except
Barsymes, who let out an indignant sniff.

Krigpos watched Phostis playing in the sunshine. He suddenly bent down to run ahand through the little
boy'sthick black hair. He saw Daras eyes widen with surprise; he seldom showed Phostis physica
affection. But he knew beyond any possible doubt that, even if Phostis happened to be Anthimos son
rather than hisown, he would far, far sooner, see him ruling the Empire of Videssosthan Harvas
Black-Robe.

Theimperid army waslike acity on the march. Asfar as Krigpos could seein any direction were horses



and helmets and spearpoints and wagons. They overflowed the road and moved northward on either
sde. Yet evenin the midst of so many armed men, Krispos did not fed atogether secure. He had gone
north with an army before and come back defeated.

"What are our chances, Trokoundos?' he asked, anxious to be reassured.

Thewizard'slips twitched; Krigpos had asked the same question less than an hour before. As he had
before, Trokoundos answered: "Were no magic to be used by either side, Mgesty. | could hopeto
ascertain that for you. Asit is, spelsyet to be cast befog any magic | might use. | assure you, though,
Harvas entersthis campaign as blind aswe do."

Krigpos wondered how true that was. Harvas might have no sorcerous foretelling, but held lived aslong
asfive or gx ordinary men. On how much of that vast experience could he draw, to scent what hisfoes
would do next?

"Will we have enough magesto hold himin check?'

"There, your Mgesty, | can beless certain,” Trokoundos said. "By the lord with the great and good
mind, though, we now have a better notion of how to try to cope with him, thanks to the researches of
Gnatios."

"Thanksto Gnatios," Krigpos repeated, not altogether happily. Now instead of a patriarch who backed
him absolutely but thought nothing of setting the whole Empire ablaze for the sake of perfect orthodoxy,
he had once more a patriarch who was theologicaly moderate but not to be trusted out of sght—or init,
for that matter. He hoped the trade would prove worthwhile.

Trokoundos continued, "When | faced Harvaslast year, | took him for abarbarian wizard, puissant
but—why are you laughing, your Magesty?"

"Never mind," Krispos said, laughing till. "Go on, please.”

"Ahem. Well, as| say, | reckoned Harvas Black-Robe to be powerful but unschooled. Now | know this
isnot the case—judt the reverse obtains, in fact. Having now, thanks to Gnatios, a better notion of the
sort of magic he employes, and having aso with me more—and more potent—colleagues, | do possess
some hope that we shal be able to defend againgt his ondaughts.”

All the finest mages of the Sorcerers Collegium rode with the army. If Trokoundos could but hopeto
withstand Harvas by their combined efforts, that in itself spoke volumes about the evil wizard's strength.
They were not volumes Krispos cared to read. He said, " Can we sorceroudy strike back at the
northernerswho follow Harvas?'

"Your Mgesty, wewill try," Trokoundos said. "The good god willing, we will distract Harvas from the
magics he might otherwise hurl & us. Past that, | have no great hope. Because battle so inflames men's
passions, magic more readily dips aside from them then and is more easily countered. That iswhy battle
magic succeeds so seldom ... save Harvas." Krigpos wished the wizard had not tacked on that codicil.

Rhisoulphosrode by at afast trot. "Why aren't you with your regiment?' Krispos called.

Hisfather-in-law reined in and looked around, asif wondering who presumed to address him with such
familiarity. Hisface cleared when he saw Krigpos. " Greetings, your Mgesty," he said, sduting. "l just
gave acourier anoteto afriend in the city, and now | am indeed returning to my men. By your leave
..."Hewaited for Krigpos nod, then dug his heglsinto his horse's flanks and urged the animal on again.

Krigpos followed him with his eyes. Rhisoulphos did not look back. He rode asiif in acompetition of



horsemanship, without a single wasted motion. "He's so smooth,” Krispos said, as much to himself asto
Trokoundos. "He rides smoothly, he talks smoothly, he has smooth good looks and smooth good sense.”

"But you don't like him," Trokoundos said. It was not a question.

"No, | don't. | want to. | ought to. He's Daras father, after al. But with so much smoothness on the top
of him, who can be sure what's underneath? Petronas guessed wrong and paid for it, too."

"Set next to Harvas—"

"Every other worry isasmall one. | know. But | have to keep an eye on the small things, too, for fear
they'll grow while my back was turned. | wonder who he was writing to. Y ou know, Trokoundos, what |
redly need isaspell that would give me eyes dl around my head and |et me stay awake day and night
both. Then I'd deep better—except | wouldn't deep, would 17?7 Krispos stopped. "I've confused myself.”

Trokoundos smiled. "Never mind, your Mgesty. No wizard can give you what you asked for, so there's
no point in fretting over it."

"| suppose not. Fretting over Rhisoulphos, though, is something ese again.” Krigpos looked ahead once
more, but the generd had vani shed—smoothly—among the swarms of riders heading north.

The army did not cover much more ground in aday than awaking man might have. When the troopers
moved, they set adecent pace. But getting them moving each morning and getting them into camp every
night ate away at the time they were able to spend on the road. That had a so been true of the forces
Krispos led against Petronas and against Harvas the summer before, but to alesser degree. One of the
things ahuge army meant was huge inefficiency.

"That's just the way it goes," Mammianos said when Krispos complained. "We can't move out in the
morning till the dowest soldiersare ready to go. If we let quicker regimentsjust rush on ahead, after a
few dayswed have men strung out over fifty miles. The whole point of abig army isto be ableto use dll
the troops you've brought along.”

"Supplies—" Krispos said, asif it were acomplete sentence.

Mammianos clapped him on the shoulder. "Mgesty, unlesswe crawl north on our hands and knees, welll
manage. The quartermasters know how fast—how dow, if you like—wetravel. They've had practice
keeping armiesthissizein bread, | promiseyou.”

Krigpos et himself be reassured. The Videssian bureaucracy had kept the Empire running throughout
Anthimos antic reign and through worse reignsthan hisin the past. Avtokrators came, ruled, and were
gone; the gray, efficient stewards, secretaries, and logothetes went on forever. The army quartermasters
belonged to the same breed.

He wondered what would happen if one day an Emperor died and no one succeeded him. He suspected
the bureaucrats would go on ruling competently if unspectaculariy ... at least until some important paper
needed signing. Then, for want of asignature, the whole state would come crashing down. He chuckled
softly, pleased at hisfoolish conceit.

The next day the army rode past the field when Harvas raiders had beaten and killed Mavros. The mass
graves Krigpos men had dug afterward still scarred the earth. Now new grass, green and hopeful, was
spreading over the squares of raw dirt. Krispos pointed to it. "Like the grass, may our victory spring from
their defeat.”

"From your lipsto the ear of Phos," Trokoundos said, sketching the sun-sign with hisright hand. He sent



Krigposady look. "I hadn't thought your Mg esty had so much of apoet in him.”

"Poet?' Krigpos snorted. "1'm no post, just aformer—well, aman who used to be afarmer. The grass
will grow tdl over those graves, with the bodies of so many brave men manuring the fields."

The mage nodded soberly. "That's aless pleasing image, but | daresay atruer one.”

They camped three or four miles past the battlefield, far enough, Krispos hoped, to keep the troopers
from brooding on it. Aswas his habit each evening, Krisposwrote a brief note to 1akovitzes detailing the
day's progress. When he was done, he called for acourier.

A rider cametrotting up to theimperia tent hardly aminute later. He saluted Krigpos and said, "All right,
your Mg esty, let's have yours, too, and I'll be off for the city.”

He sat his horse with alet's-get-on-with-it, don't-waste-my-time attitude that made Krispos smile. That
atitude and the blithe cheek of hiswordsleft Krigpos certain he was acity man himsdf. "Mine, too, isit,
eh?Well, sr, with whose letter ismine lucky enough to travel 7!

"It'sdl inthefamily, you might say, your Mgesty: yoursand your father-in-lawv'swill go together, both in
the same pouch.”

"Will they?' Krigposraised an eyebrow. He knew his use of the gesture did not have the flair that
Chihor-Vshnasp, say, put into it, but it got the job done. "And to whom is the eminent Rhisoul phos

writing?'

"Just let melook and I'll tell you." Like any man from Videssos the city, the courier took it for granted
that he knew thingslesser mortas didn't. He opened his leather dispatch pouch and drew out aroll of
parchment sealed with enough wax to keep apoor family in candlesfor amonth. He had to turn it
between hisfingersto find out where the address was. "Here we go, your Mgesty. It'sto the most holy
patriarch Gnatios, it is. Leastways, | think he's most holy patriarch this week, unlessyou made himinto a
monk again while | wasn't looking, or maybe into a prawn salad.”

"A prawn sdlad? Hell end up wishing he was a prawn salad when | get through with him." Maybe
Rhisoul phos was writing to Gnatios for enlightenment on an abstruse theological point or for some other
innocuous reason. Krigpos didn't believeit, not for aminute. The two of them were both intriguers, and
hethelogica person against whom they would intrigue. He plucked at his beard as he thought, then
turned to one of the Halogal who stood guard in front of histent. "V agn, fetch me Trokoundos, right
avay."

"The mage, Mgesty? Aye, | bring him."

Trokoundos was picking at histeeth with afingernall as he followed Vagn to theimperid tent. "What's
toward, your Mgjesty?'

"Thisfellow—" Krigpos pointed to the courier. "—is carrying aletter from the excdllent Rhisoulphosto
the most holy patriarch Gnatios."

"Isheindeed?' No one had to draw picturesfor Trokoundos. "Are you curious about what's in that
letter?”

"Y ou might say 0, yes." Krispos held out ahand. The courier was not aman to be caught napping. With
aflourish, he gave Krigpos Rhisoulphos letter. Krispos passed it to Trokoundos. "Asyou see, it's sedled
tighter than awinter grain pit. Can you get it open and then shut again without bresking the seels?"



"Hmm. An interesting question. Do you know, sometimes these smal conjurations are harder than the
more grandiose ones? I'm certain | can get the wax off and on again, but the first method that springsto
mind would surely ruin thewriting it shelters—net what you have in mind, unless| missmy guess. Let me
think..."

He proceeded to do just thet, quite intensdly, for the next couple of minutes. Once he brightened, then
shook his head and sank back into his study. At last he nodded.

"You candoit, then?' Krispos said.

"| believe S0, your Mgesty. Not amajor magic, but one that will draw upon the laws of smilarity and
contagion both, and nearly at the sametime. | presume privacy would be avauable adjunct to this
underteking?'

"What? Oh, yes, of course." Krigpos held the tent flap open with his own hands, then followed
Trokoundosingide.

Thewizard said, "Y ou must have some parchment in here, yes?' Laughing, Krigpos pointed to the
portable desk where held just finished his note to lakovitzes. Severd other sheets till curled over one
another. Trokoundos nodded. "Excellent.” Hetook one, rolling it into acylinder of about the same
diameter asthe seded | etter from Rhisoulphos to Gnatios. Then he touched the two of them together and
squinted at the place where their endsjoined. "I'll use thelaw of similarity in two aspects,” he explained.
"Firg inthat parchment is similar to parchment, and second in that these are two similar cylinders. Now
just adab of pasteto let this one hold its shape—can't use ribbon, don't you know, for it wouldn't bein
precisdly theright place.”

Krispos didn't know, but he'd dready seen that Trokoundos liked to lecture as he worked. The mage set
his new parchment cylinder upright on the desk. "By the law of contagion, things oncein contact continue
to influence each other after that contact ends. Thus—" He held the letter upright in one hand and made
dow passes over it with the other, chanting dl the while.

Sudden as ablink, the sealing wax disappeared. Trokoundos pointed to the parchment cylinder hed
made. "You didit!" Krigpos exclaimed—that new cylinder wore awax coat now. Every daub and
gpatter that had been on the | etter was there.

"So | did," Trokoundos said with atouch of smugness. "1 had to make certain my cylinder was no wider
than the one Rhisoulphos made of hisletter. That was most important, for otherwise the wax would have
cracked asit tried to form itself around my piece of parchment.”

He went on explaining, but Krispos had stopped listening. He held out his hand for the letter.
Trokoundos gaveit to him. He did off the ribbon, unrolled the document, and read: " ‘Rhisoul phosto the
most holy ecumenica patriarch Gnatios: Greetings. As| said in my last letter, | think it salf-evident that
Videssos would best be ruled by aman whose blood is of the best, not by a parvenu, no matter how
energetic.' " He paused. "What's a parvenu?"'

"Somebody able who just came off afarm himself, instead of having a great-great-grandfather who did it
for him,” Trokoundos said.

"Oh." Krigpos resumed: " "Asyou are scion of anoble house yoursdlf, most holy sir, | am confident you
will agree with me and will saize the opportunity to expound this position to the people when the proper
circumstances arise. What with the uncertainty and danger of the campaign upon which Krigpos has
embarked, that moment may come at any time." " He stopped again.



Trokoundos said, "Nothing treasonous so far—quite. He could aswell be worrying about what happens
if you diein bettle as over anything else.”

"So he could. But he sends himself to the ice with his next fivewords. Listen: " "It might even be
hestened." "

"Aye, that'streason,” Trokoundos said flatly. "What will you do about it?"

Krispos had been thinking about that from the instant he'd learned Rhisoul phos was corresponding with
Gnatios. Now he answered, "Firgt, | want you to sedl the letter up again.”" He handed it to Trokoundos.

"Of course, your Mgesty." Trokoundos rerolled the letter and put the ribbon around it once more. His
left hand shaped a quick pass; he spoke alow-voiced word of command. The ribbon changed place on
the parchment. "I've returned it to its exact previous position, your Mg esty, so the restored wax will fit
over it perfectly.”

Without waiting for Krigpos nod, the mage held the letter upright. The ribbon did not stir; evidently the
minor magic held it where it belonged. Trokoundos began the chant he had used before to remove the
seding wax. Thistime, though, hisfingers fluttered downward in his passes rather than up toward the
celing of theimperid tent.

Again Krigpos missed the transfer of wax from one parchment to the other. One ingtant it was on theroll
that stood on his desk; the next, back on Rhisoulphos letter. With abow Trokoundos returned the letter
to Krispos.

"Thanks." Krigposwent back outside. The courier was waiting with no sign of impatience; the sorcery
could not have taken long. Krigpos gave him the letter. "Everything'sfine" he said, smiling. "Go on and
deliver thisto the patriarch; helll be glad to haveit.”

The courier saluted. "Just asyou say, your Mgesty.” He clucked to hishorse and dug in hisheds. With a
small snort, the animd trotted away.

Krisposturned to Vagn. "Can you find me, hmm, half adozen of your countrymen? | need quiet men,
men who can not only keep their mouths shut but dso move quietly.”

"l bring them, Mgesty,” Vagn said a once.

Trokoundos sent Krispos a curious look. Heignored it. A few minuteslater Vagn returned with Sx more
burly blond northerners. For al their bulk, they moved like hunting cats. Krispos held the tent flap open.
"Bravedrs, comein. | have atask for you—"

Krisposwoke at sunrise every day. Maybe I'd be able to sleep late if my great-great-grandfather
wer e the one who'd come off the farm, he thought as he put hisfeet on the ground. He listened to the
camp dirringtolife.

He was just buckling on his sword belt when shouts of alarm cut through the usua morning drone of
chattering men, clanking mail, and bubbling cookpots. He stuck his head outside, savoring along breath
of cool, fresh air; soon enough the day would turn hot and sticky. "What's going on?" he asked Narvikka,
who was standing morning guard duty.

"Maesty, the noble Rhisoul phos seems to have disappeared,” the Haloga answered.



"Disappeared? What do you mean, disappeared?’
"Heisnot in histent, Mg esty, not anywhere about the camp,” Narvikkasaid stolidly.

"That'sterrible news. What could have happened to him?* Since Narvikka only shrugged amusica chain
mail shrug, Krispos hurried over to Rhisoulphos tent, which lay not far away. The tent was surrounded
by men and officers, dl of them agitated. Krispos strode up to Rhisoulphos second-in-command.

"What's happened, excdlent Bagradas?'

"Your Mgesty!" Bagradas saluted. He was a short, pudgy man of about forty who looked and often
acted more like a dressmaker than a soldier. Krigpos knew he was one of the two or three best
swvordsmen in theimperia army. That did not keep him from wringing his hands now. "Y our wife the lady
Empress father has been stolen away from us, whether by wicked men or dark sorcery | cannot say.”

"Can Harvas magic have reached into our camp? May Phos prevent it!" Krispos drew the sun-circle
over hisheart.

So did Bagradas. "Truly | hope not, your Mgesty. | am inclined to say naot, for the sentry who guarded
Rhisoulphos tent was found unconscious this morning by hisreief. Magic might have dedlt with the
genera, but would it have needed to lay low his guard aswell? That seems more like the work of
ordinary men."

"Y ou reason like apriest explaining Phos holy scriptures,” Krigpos said. A broad, pleased grin spread
across Bagradas face. Krigposwent on, "Take meto this sentry.”

Bagradas led him through the crowd. The officer's rank and shouts were not enough to clear apath. But
when Krigpos raised hisvoice, men sstumbled backward out of the way. Bagradas said, ™Y our Mgjesty,
thisisthefile cdloser Nogeto, who had the late-night duty outside the eminent Rhisoulphos tent.”

Nogeto drew himsdf to iff, indeed trembling, attention. "Tell me what happened to you last night,
soldier,” Krigpos said.

"Majesty, begging your pardon, but everybody's been asking me that, and may the ice take meif | know
what happened to me. One minute | was standing here not thinking red hard, the way you do when it's
late and you know nothing's going to go wrong. Only it did. Next thing | knew | was lying on the ground
with my relief shaking me awake. And his eminence the generd wasgone.”

"Did somebody sap you?"

"No, Mgesty." Nogeto emphaticaly shook his head. "I've been sapped before, and | know what it'slike.
| don't fed like I'mfixing to die now, theway | would be. | just fed like went to deep and then got
woke up. Only | couldn't have. By the good god, | didn't." The guard's eyes widened with fear. Sentries
who fell adeep at their posts earned the sword and the chopping block.

"He's dways been agood soldier, your Mgesty,” Bagradas put in. "He'd not have been chosen to guard
the generd'stent if he weren't.”

"Isthere any reason to think you didn't just fell adeep when you were, ah, not thinking redl hard, soldier?!
Krispos asked sternly.

Nogeto said, "Magesty, for whatever you think it'sworth, just before |—" He changed tacks. "Just before
whatever happened happened, | mean, | thought | felt—oh, | don't know; | thought | felt a cobweb blow
across my face. | thought 1'd picked up my hand to brush it away, but—oh, | don't know."



Krigpos glanced at Bagradas. "He's not making it up as he stands here, your Mgesty,” the officer said.
"He said as much before you came.”

"Will you let awizard examine you to learn if you spesk truly?' Krispos asked Nogeto. The sentry
nodded without hesitation. Krigpostold Bagradas, " Take him to Trokoundos. If he's not lying—"
Krigpos pursed hislips, made awry face, "—well, well just have to ook in some other direction, that's
al”

"Aye, your Mgesty. Who could have done such avicious, evil deed?'

"Maybe Nogeto will be able to give us a clue once Trokoundos works on him,” Krispos said.
"Meanwhile, we have to go on as best we can. Excellent Bagradas, do you fed you can lead this
regiment until Rhisoulphos turns up again, whenever that maybe?'

"Me, your Maesty? Oh, you're far too generous." Bagradas realized he might have affected too much
humility, for he quickly added, "If you fed | can handle the command, | am honored to accept.”

"I'm sureyou'll lead bravely, excellent Bagradas. Good; I'm glad that much is settled, then." Krigpos
turned to go, then stopped, as with an afterthought. "Bagradas, you know my father-in-law and | worked
closdly together. He was helping to manage some rather delicate businessfor mein the city. Now that
he's disappeared, I'll have to ded with it myself. Can you make sure any |etters he gets are sent straight
on to me before they're unseded?'

"I'll seetoit, your Maesty," Bagradas promised. He spun on hishedl and set hands on hips as he glared
at the gaggle of men till milling around Rhisoulphos tent. *Come on, come on, you lugs™ he shouted.
"We ill haveto ride today, whether the eminent Sir ishere or not. Get cracking, if you please!™

The men moved smartly to obey. Krigpos nodded to himself; Rhisoul phos had been acanny soldier, but
the regiment would not suffer under its new leader.

The army moved out afew minuteslater than it might have, out not enough to upset even the veteran
underofficers who were responsible for keeping their unitsin good order. Krispos rode Progress up and
down the long line of march. Wherever he went, the troopers were buzzing about Rhisoulphos
disappearance. Some thought Bagradas had got rid of his commander; others blamed sorcery; others,
not surprisingly, were lewd. "Hell be back in acouple of days, al deepy and with his breeches
unbuttoned,” one fellow guessed.

"Oh, go on, Dertalos, you've just saying what you'd do in hissandals," amate replied.

"If I werein hissandasright now, | wouldn't be wearing sandals, if you know what | mean,” Dertalos
said. Half adozen voices barked degp male laughter.

One dow milefollowed another. Hafway through the day, Krispos reported that Nogeto had been telling
the truth. "He was drugged somehow, poor sod,” the wizard said.

"How very strange,” Krigpos answered. "All right, then; let him return to duty."

Scouts rode wdll in advance of the main imperid army. With them rode wizards, not the journeymen who
had accompanied Krigpos last northern foray but mastersfor the Sorcerers Collegium. If they could not
sniff out atrap, no one could. If no one could, Krisposwas uneasily aware, that trap would close on his
army. And who then would defend Videssos the city, hiswife, hisher, and his son to be? No one. He
knew thet al too well.

The farther north the army traveled, the fewer the farms Krispos saw being worked. That tore at him.



Next to harvesttime, spring should have been the busiest season of the year, with men and oxeninthe
fields plowing, planting, and watering. But what was the point, when raiders might sweep down at any
moment? Many little farming villages stood deserted, their former inhabitants fled to ground they hoped
safer. If somehow he beat Harvas, Krispos knew he would have to import peasants to replace the ones
who had ran away or been dain. Otherwise the whole land would start to go back to wilderness.

Asthe Parigtrian Mountains climbed higher into the northern sky, men began to peer suspicioudy at every
clump of brush, every stand of emsthey passed. Krigpos had known that same fedling the summer
before as he approached Imbros: wondering how and where Harvas would strike. Now that he neared
Imbros again, he knew it again, doubly strong.

About two days south of the murdered city, a scout came galloping back to Krispos. The fellow saluted
and sad, "Mgesty, one of the wizards thinks he senses something up ahead. He can't tell what, he's not
even sureit'sthere, but—maybe something." The scout looked irked at having to report what likely was

just amage'svagary.

The most Krigpos hoped for, though, was detecting Harvas snares at al. Expecting them to announce
themsalves with bells and whistles was too much to ask. He turned to the army musicians. "Play Form
line of battle, then Hold in place. Well see what's gong on up ahead.” Asthe music rang out and the
soldiers began to move, Krigpos reflected that he'd be wasting agood part of aday'strave if thewizard
had discovered nothing more than his overactive imagination. But better that than ignoring atrue warning
and throwing away hisarmy.

He touched Progress flankswith his hedls, urging the horse forward. Soon he had pressed ahead of the
main body of soldiery. A few other riders advanced with him—uwizards dl. They knew what ahdt had to
mean. Trokoundos waved from atop agray that trotted with adancer's grace. Krispos waved back.

Hereined Progressin close behind aknot of scouts and sorcerers. To his untrained senses, the country
ahead looked no different from that through which the army had been traveling: fields—too many of them
untended—punctuated by stands of oak, maple, em, and fir. Shadows raced over them, keeping time
with the fluffy cloudsthat drifted acrossthe sky. It dl seemed too lovely, too peaceful, to have anything
to do with Harvas.

"What'swrong?' Krispos asked.

One of the sorcerers, ayoung, gangly man whaose thin beard imperfectly covered his acne scars, bowed
and sad, "Your Mgesty, I'm cdled Zaidas. | fee—not awrongness ahead, nor even alack of rightness,
but rather—oh, how best to say it?—an absence of both rightness and wrongness, which could be
unusud." He cracked his knuckles and peered nervoudy at the innocent-appearing countryside.

"If you don't sense anything, who knows what's hiding there? Is that what you're saying?" Krispos asked.
Zaidas nodded. Krigpos turned to the other mages. "Do you aso fed this, ah, absence?!

"No, Mgesty," one of them said. "That does not mean it is not there, though. Despite his youth, Zaidas
has great and unusua sengitivity, which isthe reason we bade him accompany us. What he perceives, or
falsto percelve, may well be genuine." Zaidas larynx bobbed up and down as he shot his colleague a
grateful glance.

Krisgpos made asour face. " 'May well be' cutsno ice, sorcerousdirs. | could starve, hunting agrouse
that may well be there. How do wefind out?’

Trokoundos strolled up just then to join the discussion. "Wefind out by testing. Isit not so, brothers?"
The other wizards nodded. Trokoundos went on, "The Lord with the great and good mind willing, we



may even surprise Harvas, who should be confident we've noticed nothing.”

Trokoundos was an able mage, but no generd. "If he'sthere, hell know we've noticed,” Krispos said.
"We don't form line of battle every time arabbit hops across the road. What we have to find out is, what
isour lineof battle moving toward?'

"You'reright, of course, your Maesty." Trokoundos shook his head in chagrin, then began atechnica
discussion with the rest of the wizards that lost Krigpos by the fourth sentence. He was beginning to
wonder if they would spend the whole morning chattering at one another when Trokoundos seemed to
remember he wasthere. The mage said, "'Y our Mgesty, anumber of spells could create the illusion of
normality ahead. Wethink oneis morelikely, given that Harvas could both pervert and amplify its power
through blood sacrifice. Wewill try to break through it now, assuming it to be the one we guess.”

"Doit," Krigpossaid a once. Acting against Harvasinstead of reacting to him fdlt like avictory initsdf.

The wizards went to work with the practiced efficiency of asquad of soldiers who had fought side by
sdefor years. Krigpos watched Trokoundos, who smeared his eyelids with an ointment another mage
ceremonioudy handed him. "The gdl of acat mixed with thefat of an dl-white hen,” Trokoundos
explained. "It gives the power to see that which others may not.”

He held up a pae-green stone and a goldpiece, touched the two of them together. " Chrysolite and gold
drive away foolishness and expd fantases, the good god willing." Behind him, the voice of the rest of the
wizards rose and fell as some invoked Phos while others chanted to bring their building spell to sharper
focus.

A wizard threw a gray-green leaf on abrazier; the puff of smoke that arose smelled sweet. Trokoundos
set asmall, sparkling stonein acopper bowl, smashed it to fragmentswith asilver hammer. "Opd and
laurdl, when used with the proper spell, may render aman—or, with sufficient strength, maybe, an
army—invisible. Thuswe destroy both, and thus we destroy with spell.” With the last words
Trokoundos voice roseto ashout. Hisright finger stabbed out toward the peaceful -looking landscape
ahead. For along moment, for more than a moment, nothing happened. Krispos glared a Zaidas, who
was watching the unchanged terrain with the same dejected expression his colleagues bore. Aye, hewas
very senditive, Krispos thought—he could even detect traps that weren't there.

Thentheair rippled, asif it were the surface of arough-running stream. Krigpos blinked and rubbed at
his eyes. Trokoundos raised afist and shouted in triumph. Zaidas looked like aman reprieved when the
sword was dready on itsway up. And while the landscape to the north did not change, when the ripples
cleared they reveded agreat army of footsoldiers drawn up in battle array across the road, across the
fields, one end of their line anchored by apond, the other by agrove of apple trees. They could not have
been more than amile away.

Horns cried out behind Krigpos. Drums thumped. Pipes squedled. His men shouted. They saw the
enemy, too, then. He gave the wizards aforma military salute. "Thank you, magica srs. Without you, we
would have blundered straight into them.”

Just then Harvas men must have redlized they were discovered. They shouted, too, not with the
disciplined hurrah of Videssian troops but loud and long and fierce, like so many bloodthirsty wild beasts.
The sun sparked cheerfully off axe blades, helms, and mail coats as they surged toward the imperid

amy.

Krispos turned to the wizards once more. "Magica drs, if it'sto be battle, | suggest you get clear before
you're caught in the middle." That possibility did not seem to have occurred to some of the sorcerers.
They scrambled onto horses and mules and rode off with remarkable celerity. Krigpos rode away, too,



back to where the imperia standard snapped in the breeze at the center of the imperia line.

Mammianos greeted him with asaute and awry grin. "Worried for aminute there that I'd haveto run this
battle without you," the fat genera grunted.

"Niceto know you think I'm of some use," Krigpos answered.

Mammianos grunted again. His grin got wider. He said, "Aye, you're of some use, your Mgesty. Fair
gavemeaturn, it did, when those buggers appeared out of thin air. If wed just walked on into them,
well, it could have ruined our whole day."

"That's one way to put it, yes." Krigpos grinned, too, at Mammianos sangfroid. He ran an eye up and
down the Videssian line. It was as he and his marshas had planned, with lancers—some mounted on
horses wearing mail of their own—in the front ranks on either wing and archers behind them, ready to
shoot over their headsinto the ranks of the enemy. In the center stood the Halogai of the imperia guard.

The guardsmen did not know it, but native units on either sde had ordersto turn on them if they went
over to Harvas. That might suffice to keep theimperid army dive. Krigpos knew it would not save him.
He drew his saber and scowled at the advancing enemy.

Mammianos spoke to the musicians. New cdls rang through the air. The horsemen on either wing did
forward, seeking to envelop Harvas front. Krispos scowled again, thistime when he noticed how broad
that front was. ""He has more men than we'd reckoned,” he said to Mammianos.

"Aye, 0 hedoes" the generd agreed glumly. "The northerners must have been streaming south from
Halogaland ever since Harvas seized Kubrat. To them theland and climate ook good.”

"True, true." Krigpos had entertained the same thought himsalf. Hed spent severa years north of the
Paristrian Mountains after Kubrati raiders kidnapped everyonein hisvillage. He remembered Kubrat as
blesk and cold. If Halogal found it attractive, he shivered to think what that said of their homeland.

Then he stopped worrying about Halogaland and started worrying about the Halogai in front of him.
Harvas men fought with the same disregard for life and limb—their own or their foes—asdid the
northernerswho served Videssos. They shouted their evil chieftain's name asthey swung their axesin
sweeping arcs of death.

The imperids shouted, too. The cry Krigpos heard most often was acry for revenge: "Imbrod” Thelines
crashed together in bloody collision. After moments of that fight, even men previoudy uninitiated into the
red brotherhood of war could honestly call themselves veterans. A little righting against the northerners
went along way.

Here alancer spitted aHaloga, asif to roast him over some huge fire. There another Haloga crashed to
the ground, hisarmor clattering about him, asacleverly amed arrow found the gap between shield top
and hem. But Harvas men dedlt out deadly wounds aswell as suffering them. Here an axeman hewed
down first horse and then rider, splashing friend and foe aike with gore. There yet another northerner,
aready bleeding from adozen wounds, pulled aVidessan from the saddle and stabbed him before faling
in degth.

In front of Krigpos, the combat was footsoldier againgt footsoldier, Haoga against Haoga, asthe
warriors who followed Harvas met those who had given their alegiance to the Avtokrator of the
Videssans. Asin any battle where brother met brother, that was the fiercest fight of al, awar within the
greater war. The Halogal swung and struck and swung again, al the while cursing one another for having
chosen the wrong side. Once hatred was too hot even for weapons, as two Halogal who had been



screaming abuse as they fought threw aside axes and shields to batter each other with fists.

The northerners who had taken Videssos gold never wavered; Krispos knew shame for having doubted
them. All because they'd sworn they would, they battled and bled and died for aland that was not theirs,
with acourage few of its native sons could match.

"How do wefare?" Krispos shouted to Mammianos.

"We're holding them," the genera shouted back. "From al | can tell, that's better than Agapetos or
Mavros—Phos keep them in his light—ever managed to do. If the wizards can keep Harvas from
buggering us while were looking the other way, we may end up celebrating the day instead of cursing it.”

Most of the wizards, by now, clustered behind the imperia line, not far from where Krispos sat atop
Progress. They gathered in atight knot around Zaidas; if any of their number could sense Harvas
Black-Robe's next move, the young mage was probably the one. Krispos hoped his skinny shoulders
could carry that weight of respongibility.

Even as the thought crossed Krispos mind, Zaidas jerked where he stood. He spoke rapidly to his
comrades, who burst into action. Krigpos noted what they did less closdly than he ought have, for at that
same moment he was &fflicted by adeep and venomousitch. Put any man in armor and he will itch—
swesat will dry on hisskin, and he cannot scratch. Rather than go mad, helearnsto ignoreit. Krigpos
could not ignorethisitch; it was asif cockroaches scrambled over the very core of him. Of themselves,
hisfingertips scraped againg hisgilded shirt of mail.

And he was not done. Up and down the Videssian line, men clawed at themselves, forgetting the foes
before them. Harvas warriors were not afflicted. In the twinkling of any eye, ascore of imperia soldiers
went down, too distracted by their torment even to protect themselves. The Videssian line wavered.

Ice ran through Krispos, chilling even hisitch for an ingtant.

If thiswent on for long, the army would fal apart. Even asfirst blood welled from benegath torn nails, his
head turned toward the wizards. Led by Trokoundos, they were incanting franticaly. Those not actudly
involved in shaping the spell scratched as hard as anyone ese. The ones who were cagting it needed their
hands for passes; the discipline they required to carry on would have made Pyrrhos jedlous.

All a once, asif aportcullis had falen, the itching stopped. The imperiaslooked to their wegpons again
and cut down the Halogal who, confident they would not be ableto resist, had thrust forward into their
line

"A cheer for the mages of the Sorcerers Collegium!™ Krisposyelled. His soldierstook up the cry and
madeit ring out over the field. From behind the enemy line, an answering scream rose, a scream of such
hatred, rage, and frustration that for amoment al other war cries, Videssan and Haloga dike, tremblingly
fel slent. That, Krispos thought, was the voice of the man—if man he ill was—who wanted to rule
Videssos. He shuddered.

Harvas northerners seemed for amoment dismayed &t thefailure of their dark chieftain's magic. But with
or without Harvas, they were warriorsfierce and bold, men who had grown used to winning glory by
aways crushing their foesin combat; they would have been ashamed to be deprived of it now through
defeet a the hands of Videssans. So they fought on, giving no quarter and seeking none.

The Videssians had been more hesitant at the sart of the fight. Some had experienced Harvas sorcery in
the campaigns of the summer before. All had heard of it, nor had the tales shrunk in the telling. Only now
were they beginning to see, beginning to believe their wizards could counter Harvas, leaving the outcome



of the battle to them alone. Battle against merely morta foes held only terrorsthey aready knew. They
pressed againgt the Halogai with renewed spirit.

Krispos redlized Gnatios had done the Empire agreat service by discovering Harvas nature. He hoped
for the patriarch's sake that his response to Rhisoul phos would prove benign. If it was not, Gnatios would
answer for it, no matter what aid he had rendered in the fight against Harvas.

A fresh charge from Harvas men yanked his mind back to theimmediate. The Haogal seemed to have
inhuman endurance, to be as strong and uncomplaining as the horses the Videssansrode. They were
roaring again, their blue eyes wide and staring, their faces blood-crimson. By their set expressions, many
of them were drunk.

Theimperid guards met their cousins breast to breast, defied them to advance afoot. Asone guard fell,
another deliberately stepped forward to take his place. Fewer ranks stood between Krispos and the
enemy than had been in place when the fight began.

The shrieks of the wounded began to drown out war cries on both sides. Some hurt men staggered away
from theline, clutching at themsalves and biting their lipsto hold back screams. Comrades dragged aside
others, not least so they could reach over them to fight some more. Hedler-priests, gray-faced with
fatigue, did what they could for the most desperately hurt. No one helped the horses, whose screams
were more piteous than those of the soldiers.

Krigpos saw, surprised, how long his shadow had grown. He glanced toward the sun. It had sunk far
down inthewest. The battle went on, sill perfectly balanced. Though night was near, neither sde
showed any sign of giving way. Krigoos had an uneasy vision of the fight coming down to aduel between
thelast living Videssian and his Ha oga counterpart.

Suddenly the wizards tirred again. Krispos ground his teeth. Harvas Black-Robe had his own notions of
how the battle should end, and the strength and will to bring those notionsto redity. For just an instant,
Krigpos sight grew dim, asif night had dready fallen. He rubbed at his eyes, nor was he the only
Videssan to do so. But then hisvision cleared. Once more Harvas screamed in rage and hate.

Trokoundos walked over to Krigpos. The mage looked asworn as any hedler-priest, but sober triumph
lit hiseyes. "Y our Mgjesty, hetried to draw the night and the darkness that is Skotos down upon us. We
foiled him more easily thistime than before; that spell is potent, but can come from only one direction.
Our strength together sufficed towall it away."

The assembled might of the finest wizards of the Sorcerers Collegium, then, was more or lessamatch
for Harvas Black-Robe done. In away, that was encouraging; Krispos had feared nothing and no one
could match Harvas. But it was d o frightening in and of itsdlf, for it gave some notion of the might the
sorcerer had acquired in the long years since he turned away from Phos toward Skotos.

Harvas cried out again, thistime in atone of command. What his dark sorcery had failed to do, the axes
of hisfollowers might yet accomplish. The Haogal rushed forward in an al-out effort to bresk the ranks
of their foes. " Steady, men, steady!" officers shouted from one end of the lineto the other. 1t would do,
Krigpos thought, as awatchword for the Empire of Videssos. The northerners could rage like the seg;
like Videssosthe city's seawadls, theimperid army would hold them at bay.

Hold them the army did, if barely. Asthe Hal oga surge began to ebb, Mammianos nudged Krispos.
"Now's our timeto hit back.”

Krigpos glanced west again. The sun was down now; the sky whereit had set was red as the blood that
splashed the battlefield. In the gathering gloom above, the evening star blazed bright and clear. "Aye,"



Krigpos said. "Everything we have." He turned to the military musicians. "Sound the charge.”

High and sweet and urgent, the notes rang through the battle din. Krigpos held his saber high over his
head. "Come on!" he cried. "Will you let yoursel ves be beaten by abunch of barbarians who fight on foot
and don't know the first thing about horsemanship?’

"No!" yelled every Videssan trooper who heard him.
"Then show them what we can do!"

Theimperidsraised agreat, wordless shout and spurred againgt Harvas men. For several minutesthe
Haoga ressted as desperately and as successfully astheir foes had not long before. Then, on the
imperid left, aband of lancers at last broke through their line and got into their rear. More followed, their
voices high and excited in triumph. Beset from front and rear a once, the Halogai could not withstand the
Videssian ondaught. They broke and fled northward.

Krigpos set spursto Progress. The big bay gelding snorted and bounded forward through the thinned
ranks of theimperia bodyguards. Krigpos was far from an enthusiastic warrior; hed seen war young,
and from a peasant's perspective. But now he wanted to strike a blow at the marauders who had done
Videssos such grievous harm.

His guardsmen shouted and grabbed for Progress bridle, trying to hold him back. Krispos spurred the
horse again, harder thistime. All a once, quite abruptly, no one stood between him and the foe. Progress
pounded toward Harvas Haogai. The Videssian horsemen, seeing Krigpos heading toward the fight,
cheered even harder than they had before.

A northerner turned to face him. The fellow wore amail shirt that reached down to hisknees, carried a
hacked and battered round wooden shield. He was bareheaded; if hed ever had ahemet, hed logt it in
thefighting. He dill had his axe. It was streaked with the brown of drying blood and with fresh red. He
chopped at Progress forelegs.

The stroke was too quick, and missed. Krigpos dashed at the Haloga. He missed, too. Then Progress
was past the man. Krispos never knew whether the northerner escaped or was finished by other
Videssians. Battle, he had discovered, was often like that.

Soon Progress caught up with another foe. Thisone did not turn. He kept trotting heavily toward the
north, intent only on escape. Krispos aimed for the hand-wide gap between the base of hishelmet and
the collar of hiscoat of mail. He swung with al his strength. His saber clattered off iron. The blow jolted
him in the saddle. The Haloga staggered but did not fall. His dogged trot went on.

Krigposreined in. Even adight taste of battle burned out the desire for more. Aswell that asayouth he
had ignored others urgings and refused to become asoldier, he thought. If thiswas the best he could do,
he would have been ravens mest all too quickly.

Up ahead, aband of Halogai turned at bay, buying time for their countrymen to get free. Now more stars
than the evening star shone in the sky; black night was near. In the darkness and confusion, victory could
unravel... and Krispos would sooner lave stepped on a scorpion in the dark than encounter Harvas there.
Helooked round for a courier, but found none. Thisiswhat | get for running ahead of the people |
need, hethought, feding absurdly guilty.

Just then acal he knew sang out, loud and insstent: Hold in place. His shoulders sagged with relief.
Mammianos was thinking aong with him. VVidessans began pulling up, taking off their hemetsto wipe
their brows. Those who had come through unhurt started chattering about what a splendid fight it had



been.

A Haloga came up beside Krispos. He gasped and started to raise his saber before he realized the fellow
wore the rament of the imperid guard. Geirrod looked at him with doubly reproachful eyes. "Mgesty,
you should not leave us. We serve to keep you safe.”

"l know, Geirrod. Will you forgive meif | admit | made amistake?!

Geirrod blinked, taken off guard by such quick and abject surrender. "Aye, well,” he said, "I supposethe
man in you threw down the Emperor. That is not bad." He saluted and walked off. But Krispos knew he
had made amistake. He had to be Avtokrator first and man second. If he threw hislife away on afoolish
whim, far more than he done would suffer. The lesson was hard. He hoped one day to learn it
thoroughly.

Jubilation ran high in camp that night, despite the continuing groans and cries of the wounded. From the
excitement the men showed, they were as excited and overjoyed at their victory as was Krigpos himsdf,
likely for the same reason: Down deep, they must have doubted they could beat Harvas. Now that they
had done it once, the next time might come easer.

"Tonight we feast!" Krigpos shouted, which only made the camp more joyful. Cattle were daughtered as
quickly asthey could be led up, adding further to the blood that drenched the area. Soon every trooper
seemed to have a big gobbet of beef roasting over afire. Krispos nostrils twitched at the savory scent,
which reminded him held eaten nothing since morning. He stood in line to get some mest of hisown.

After hed eaten, he met with his generds. Severa of them had men they wanted promoted for bravery
on the battlefield. "WEll do it right now," Krigpos said. "That way everyone will be able to gpplaud
them.”

The muscians played Assembly. The troops packed themselves around the imperia tent. One by one
Krispos called names. Asthe soldiers came forward to be rewarded, their commanders shouted out
what they had done. Their comrades cheered lustily.

"Who's next?" Krispos whispered.
"A fileleader named Inkitatos," Mammianos whispered back.
"File leader Inkitatod" Krigposyelled asloud as he could, then again. "File leader Inkitatod™

I nkitatos elbowed hisway through the crush to stand on the podium between Krispos and Mammianos.
Mammianos cdled to the listening soldiers, "File leader Inkitatos brave and well-trained war horse
dashed out the brains of four northerners with blows from its hooves.”

"Hurrah!" the men shouted.

"File leader Inkitatos, | am proud to promote you to troop leader," Krispos declared. The soldiers
cheered again. Grinning, Krispos added, "And | promote your horse, too." The troops whooped and
waved and yelled louder than ever.

"If he'spromoted, do | get hisnew pay?' Inkitatos asked with the accent and ready opportunism of a
man bornin Videssosthe city.

Krispos laughed out loud. "By the good god, you've earned it." He turned to the military scribe who was
recording the night's promotions. "Note that Inkitatos here will draw troop leader's pay once for himself
and oncefor hishorse." The scribe's indulgent chuckle broke off when he saw that Krigpos meant it. He



was shaking his head as he made the notation.

It must have been close to midnight by the time the last promotion was avarded. By then the crowd
round the imperid tent had thinned out. Krispos envied the troopers who could go off to their bedrolls
any timethey felt likeit. He had to stay up on me podium until the whole ceremony was done. When he
did findly get to bed, he remembered nothing after helay down.

Sunrise came far too soon. Krigpos eyesfet gritty and his head ached. He knew he should have been
eager to press on after Harvas, but found exhausting the progpect of anything more vigorous than an
enormous yawn. Y awning over and over, he went outside for bregkfast.

When the army moved out, archers were in the van, ready to harass Harvas men asthey retreated. With
them rode the wizards, Zaidasin front of them dl. Harvas could have left any number of sorcerous
ambushes behind to delay or destroy the Videssians. Krigpos worried even more that the raiders would
choose to stand siege in Imbros. With the leisure that would bring Harvas, who could guess what
wickedness he might invent?

Deaysthe army found. Haloga rearguards twice stood and fought. They sold their livesasbravely as
Videssans might haveif they were protecting their countrymen. Theimperiad army rode over them and
pressed on.

Imbros was dmost in sight when awall of darkness, twice the height of aman, suddenly rose up before
the soldiers. Zaidas waved for everyone to halt. The soldiers were more than willing. They had no idea
whether the wall was dangerous and did not care to learn the hard way.

Thewizards went into a huddle. Trokoundos cast a spell toward that blank blackness. The sorcerous
wall drank up the spell and remained unchanged. Trokoundos swore. The wizardstried adifferent spell.
The black wall drank up that one, too. Trokoundos swore louder. A third try yielded results no better.
What Trokoundos said should have been hot enough to melt thewall by itsdlf.

"What now?" Krispos asked. "Are we blocked forever?' The wall stretched east and west, far asthe eye
could see.

"No, by the lord with the great and good mind!" Trokoundos scowl was as dark asthe barrier Harvas
had placed in theimperid army's path. "Were such facile creations as potent as this one gppears, the
sorcerous art would be dtogether different fromwhat infact it is”" He paused, asif listening to hisown
words. Then, right hand outstretched, he waked up to the black wall and tapped it with afingertip.

The other mages and Krispos, not believing he would dare do that, cried out in dismay. Zaidas reached
out to pull Trokoundos back—too late. Lightning crackled, surrounding Trokoundosin adreadful
nimbus. But when it faded, the wall faded, too. The wizard was left unharmed.

"I thought as much," he said, hisvoice slky with self-satisfaction. " Just abluff, designed to keep us
dithering here aslong aswe would.”

"You were very brave and very foolish,” Krispos said. "Please don't do that again—I expected to see
you diethere."

"I didn't, and now the way lies open,” Trokoundos answered. With that Krispos could not argue. He
sgndedtothemuscians Thecdl Advance, al eager horns and pounding drums, rang forth. The army
moved ahead.

What with rearguards and sorcerous ploys, Harvas had succeeded in putting space between himsdlf and



his pursuers. When Imbros came into sight late that afternoon, Krispos approached the town with more
than alittle trepidation, fearing Harvas had used the time held gained to establish himsdlf inside.

But Imbros stood empty, surrounded by itsforest of stakes. Over the winter, most of the impaed
corpses had fallen from them; bone gleamed whitely on the ground. Here and there, though, amummified
body till stood, asif in macabre welcome.

Krigpos soldiers muttered to themsealves as they made camp not far away. They had heard of Harvas
atrocity, but only arelative handful had seenit till now. Stories heard, no matter how vile, could be
discounted in the mind. What came before the eye was something else again.

Animperia guardsman stuck hishead into Krigpos tent. "The general Bagradas would see you,
Maedy."

"Send himin." Krispos stuffed alast large bite of bread and cheese into his mouth, then washed it down
with aswig of wine. He waved Bagradas to afolding canvas chair. "What can | do for you, excellent sir?
Y ou led your—or rather Rhisoulphos— regiment bravely against the Haloga ."

"Thank you, your Mgesty. | did my best. | find mysalf embarrassed, though. When the fight was over, |
found apair of letters had come for Rhisoulphos, and it dipped my mind till now that you wanted to see
al such.”

"Sol did," Krigpossaid. "Well, no harm done, excellent air. Let me have them, if you please.”

"Hereyou are, your Mgesty." Bagradas sadly shook his head. "'l wish he could have seen how hismen
fought yesterday. They did him proud, and many used his name as a battle cry, reckoning that Harvas
had feared him enough to make away with him. Most mysterious and distressing, his disappearance.

"Yes, soit was" Krigpos voice was abstracted. One of the letters to Rhisoul phos was from the patriarch
Gnatios. That one he had been waiting for. The other came as a complete and unpleasant surprise. It was
from Dara

He waited until Bagradas had saluted and bowed hisway out, then sat and waited alittle longer, weighing
the two lettersin his hand without opening ether of them. He had repestedly warned the ecumenical
patriarch not to betray him again, and he knew all hiswarnings might well have been wasted. But Dara....
Ever since held taken the throne, held relied on her, and sheéld never given Mm any reason to doubt his
trust. Y et how did ardatively short connection with him weigh againg alifetime's devotion to her father?

Hefound he did not want to know, not right away. He set down the letter from Dara and broke the sedls
on the one from Gnatios. It was daubed with as much wax asif it had come from the imperid chancery.
When at last he could unrall it, he held it closeto alamp to reed:

"Gnéatios, ecumenica patriarch of the Videssans, to the eminent and noble sir Rhisoulphos: Greetings. As
you know, | have suffered many indignities at the hands of the peasant whose fundament currently defiles
the imperid throne. | havelong believed that those of noble birth, confident in their own excellence, can
best rule the state without fedling the constant and pressing need to interfere in the affairs of the temples.
Thus, eminent sir, should any accident, genuine or contrived, befall Krispos, rest assured that | shdl be
delighted to proclaim your name from the dtar a the High Temple."

Krigpostossed the letter aside. Sure enough, Gnatios could no more turn away from treachery than afat
man could turn away from sweetness. A fat man'staste just made him heavier. Gnatios, though, would
soon be lighter—by ahead, Krispos promised himself, not without regret. But he had forgiven his
patriarch too many times areedy.



What of hiswife? What was heto do if hefound her plotting againgt him? He put hishands over his
face—he had noidea. At last he made himsdlf unsedl the letter. He recogni zed Dara's smooth-flowing
script at once:

"Darato her father: Greetings. May Phos keep you safe through dl the righting that isto come and may
he give Krisposthe victory. | am well, though enormous. The midwife says second births are easier than
first. The good god grant that she be right. Phostis has another tooth, and says mamaplain asday. | wish
you and Krigpos could see him. Give Krigpos my love and tell him | will write to him tomorrow. Loveto
you aswell, from your affectionate daughter.”

Ashamed of hisworries, Krispos rolled up the letter. To be Avtokrator was to be schooled in suspicion.
Had he not been suspicious, he might not have found Rhisoulphaos plot till it found him. But to suspect his
wife flayed his conscience, al the more so sSince she had but written her father an innocent, friendly Ietter.

Fool, Krispos said to himsdlf, would you rather have discovered she was guilty ?

He stepped out into the night. His Haloga guard stiffened to attention. *1'm going over to Mammianos
tent," Krigpos said. The guardsman nodded and sal uted.

Mammianos guards were Videssans. They, too, saluted as Krigpos came up. "I'd like to see your
magter,” he said. One of the guards went into the tent. He emerged amoment later and held the flap
wide.

Mammianos had aroasted chicken leg in one hand and a cup of wine in the other. He gestured to a
platter on the ground in front of him. "Plenty more where this came from, your Mgesty. Help yoursdlf."

"Later, maybe," Krigpos said. "Firgt | want to known the latest word on Harvas movements.”

"I talked with some scouts not a quarter of an hour ago." Mammianos paused for another bite. "They've
pushed into the woods that start north of Imbros. By dl the Signs, Harvas raidersarein full retreat. The
men had that Zaidas with them, so | don't think Harvas could have cozened them the way he did poor
Mavros."

"If they aren't making a stand in the woods, that meansthey haveto go al the way back to the mountain
pass, doesnt it?”

"| think so, yes." Mammianos paused again, thistime thoughtfully. *Once past the woods, theré's no place
between here and the mountains where I'd care to fight with footsoldiers against horse, a any rate.”

"Good enough,” Krispos said. "I'm going to leave the army in your hands for awhile, then—maybe a
week, maybe alittle longer. | have to get back to Videssos the city asfast as| can; I've had word of a
plot agangt me."

Too late, he wonder if Mammianos was part of the conspiracy. If S0, the army might not be hiswhen he
came back to it. But thefat generd had certainly had countless chances to overthrow him and had used
none of them. Now he only nodded gravely and said, " Gnatios has decided he'd sooner be
Emperor-maker than patriarch after dl, hashe? Or isit someone new thistime?”

"No, it's Gnatios," Krispos said. He doubted Mammianos once more, but only for amoment. The
genera needed no guilty knowledge to make that guess, just the keen political sense hed shown aslong
as Krigpos had known him.

Mammianos sighed. "He'sjust like Petronas, Gnatiosis: thinks he's cleverer than anyone ese. Will you
finaly go and sttle him for good?!



"Yes" Krigpos said. "He'swriggled out of what he deserves too often, and then gone and deserved it
again. I'll ride the courier relays down to the city and drop on him before he redizes I've come.
Meanwhile, | want you to press ahead. If Harvas has falen back to the pass, don't try to force your way
through into Kubrat. We cameto grief with that last year. But don't let him back into Videssos, either.
With the men and mages you have, that should be no problem.”

"No indeed, Mgesty," Mammianos agreed. "But it's an expensive way to keep him out, if you'l forgive
my being so bold asto say s0."

"I know," Krispos said. "I'm beginning to have an idea about that, but it's not ripe yet. I'll talk more about
it with you after | get back."

"Asyou say, Mgesty." Mammianos tossed aside a bare bone.

"Now, would you care for achunk of thisbird? The whitewine | have here goesnicely with it, too. You
wouldn't want to set out riding on an empty stomach, would you?

"No, | suppose not.” Krispos ate and drank with Mammianos. Through amouthful of meat, he said, "I'll
even deep here through the night. Can't go far in the darkness, anyhow.”

"True, true. If you don't want anything more there, I'll finish that off for you. All, thanks very much." With
alittle help from Krigpos, Mammianos had completely devoured the chicken. He sighed. "I'm il

hungry.”

"l envy you your gppetite,” Krigpos said. Mammianos chuckled hoarsely. "I'm getting old, your Magesty.
Nice one of my appetitesworks asit did when | was young, or maybe even better. It's not the one |
would have chosen, but then, the choice wasn't up to me."

Krispos went back to hisown tent afew minutes later. "l want to be roused at first light," hetold the
guard. "Tel your relief to have Progress saddled and ready for me."

"It shdl be done, Mgesty," the guardsman promised. Done it was, but when Krispos went to climb
aboard Progress, he found the scout commander Sarkis and asquad of his men waiting, each of them
already mounted. "Best we ride back to the city with you, your Mgesty, to keep you safe”

Krispos glared. "By the good god, excellent Sir, can | do nothing secret?”

"Not if it putsyou in danger,” Sarkis answered firmly. His men nodded. Krispos glared again. It did no
good. He spurred Progress, moving quickly into atrot and then agalop. The scouts horses were nothing
gpecia to look at, but had no trouble keeping pace.

Every couple of hours, he and his unwanted companions changed mounts at a courier relay station. His
backside and inner thighs grew chafed and sore long before the end of the first day in the saddle—riding
hard from dawn to dusk wasfar different from ambling aong at the dow pace of theimperia army. But
the milesmelted away.

That night Krispos dept like adead man. The attendants a the relay station had to shake him awake
when morning came. He rose grumpily from his bedroll, but managed to say, "Thanksfor not worrying
about my imperid dignity there.”

One of the atendants grinned. "Mgesty, right now you smell more like a horse than an Avtokrator, if you
know what | mean.”

"I hadn't even noticed," Krispos said; after so long in close contact with horses, his nose no longer



reported their presence. "It's not abad smell.” He'd spent yearsin the stables, first for 1akovitzes, then for
Petronas. Sarkis and the scouts were ready to go when Krispos mounted his latest horse. He scowled at
them for being so fresh. His own rear end gave apainful protest as he settled himsdlf in the saddle. He
did hisbest to ignoreit. His best was not good enough.

His eyes blurred with tears from the wind of his passage. He rode on. One of the horses he took had a
gait hard enough to shake histeeth and hiskidneysloose. Herode on. A scout's horse went lame. The
fellow rode double to the next station. He got afresh anima and they al rode on.

When Krispos stopped at last on that second day, he dismounted with the dow, brittle caution of aman
twice his age. Even the iron-arsed scouts were less limber than when they'd set out. But Sarkis said,
"One day more and werrein the city."

"A good thing, too," Krigpos said fedingly, "for I'd never make two days more." None of the scouts
laughed at him. That was the best sign held done enough to win their respect.

Everyone grumbled the next morning, but everyone wearily scrambled onto a horse and rode south. The
horses were fresh. They went hard to the next station, but then got to rest. There was no rest for Krispos
and the scouts.

Just when he was convinced he'd been on horseback forever and would stay on horseback forevermore,
thewalls of Videssos appeared on the southwestern horizon ahead. It was | ate afternoon. "Under three
days" Sarkissaid. "Your Mgesty, were | the head of theimperid courier service, I'd hireyou.”

"Oh, no you wouldn't, for it's not work I'd ever seek,” Krispos retorted. The scouts laughed. Krispos
spurred his horse on toward the capital.

Gnatios stood at the dtar in the center of the High Temple, chanting the sunset prayers that thanked Phos
for the day'slight and bid the sun to return safely on the morrow. The benches were mostly empty; only a
few pious soulsjoined himin the day'slast liturgy.

Still wearing the trousers and tunic in which held ridden, Krispos strode up the temple aide toward the
ecumenica patriarch. He felt bowlegged and wondered if it showed. Behind him, sabers drawn, came
Sarkis and the squad of scouts. Behind them tramped a squad of Halogal, part of the company that had
been |left behind to protect Dara and Phostis.

Krigposwaited in grim silence until Gnatios finished the prayer that was last aswell asfirst: "Webless
thee, Phos, lord with the great and good mind, watchful beforehand that the grest test of our life may be
decided in our favor. Thisliturgy now isended. May Phosbewith usal." One or two worshipers got up
to go. Therest stayed in their seets, curious to see what would happen next. Gnatios bowed to Krispos.
"| thought you with the army, your Mgesty. How may | serveyou?'

"You may not," Krispos said curtly. He turned to the Halogal. "Arrest him. The chargeistreason.” The
guardsmen swarmed forward. Gnatios turned asif to run, then considered their upraised axes and
thought better of it. They seized him; their big hands wrapped round hisforearmsin an unbreakable grip.
"Take him to the Grand Courtroom."



The priests and worshipersin the High Temple cried out in dismay asthe imperia guards dragged
Gnatios away, but the weapons the Halogal and Sarkis scouts carried kept them from doing anything
more than cry out. Krispos had counted on that.

The streets of the city were never empty, but they were less crowded after the sun went down. The party
of soldiers marched back to the palace quarter unimpeded. Surrounded by tall Halogai, Gnatios was
amogt invisblein their midst. Krispos had counted on that, too.

A bonfire blazed in front of the Grand Courtroom. By itslight, nobles, courtiers, and high-ranking
bureaucratsfiled into the building. "Well done, Barsymes,” Krigpossaid. "Y ou look to have gotten just
about everyone here.”

"l did my best on short notice, your Mgesty," the vestiarios said.

"You did fine. Take charge of the guards and Gnatios here, would you? Y ou'll know when to send them
out where people can seethem.”

"Oh, indeed, your Mgesty." Barsymes gestured to the Halogai. "Wait herein thisacovefor thetime
being, gentlemen. | shdl tell you when to proceed.”

Krispos waked down thelong centrd aide toward the throne. The officials who had been chattering
among themsdves, wondering why they'd been so abruptly summoned, fell sllent when they saw him.
They resumed once he was pag, thistimein whispers.

Closest to the throne stood | akovitzes. He knew what was toward. "Everything al right at your end?”’
Krigpos asked. At the Sevastos nod, he went on, "Well settle that |ater tonight, with more privecy.
Meanwhile—" He climbed the steps to the throne, turned, sat, and looked out at the assembled
grandees. They looked back at him.

"Noblesrs™" hesad, "'l apologizefor ordering you together so quickly this evening, but what has arisen
will not wait. | must get back to the army as soon as | can; we've won avictory against Harvas and hope
towin more."

"Thou conquerest, Krigpos! Thou conquerest!” the courtiers shouted in union. Echoes reverberated from
the high celling of the Grand Courtroom. The acclamation sounded more fulsome than usud. News of the
victory could only have beaten Krisposto the city by aday, and it wasthe first victory ever over Harves.

The outcry ceased at Krispos upraised hand. He said, "In spite of that victory, | had to leave the army to
come hereto deal with a dangerous case of treason. That iswhy you are gathered together now."
Somehow, without moving amuscle, on hearing the word treason the assembled noblesdl contrived to
look perfectly innocent. Saddened and amused at the same time, Krispos went on, "Here is the prisoner.”

At adow march, the Haogai led Gnatios, ill in hispatriarcha robes, down thelong aideto theimperid
throne. Gusts of whisperstrailed him. No one, though, exclaimed in horror or amazement. That, too,
saddened Krispos, but did not surprise him. Everybody knew what Gnatios was like. The guardsmen
shoved him forward. He prostrated himsalf before Krispos. "I will read aletter Gnatios sent to an officer
intheimperid army." Krispos drew Gnatios letter to Rhisoulphos from his belt pouch and read it without
naming Rhisoulphos. Then he cast theletter in front of Gnatios. He dso threw down the fragments of the
patriarch’'s sedl of sky-bluewax. "Can you deny these are your words, written in your hand, sealed with
your sed?'

Gnatios stayed on his belly and did not dare even to raise hishead. "Mgesty, I—" he began. Then he
stopped, asif redizing nothing could save him now.



"Gnatios, you are guilty of treason," Krigpos declared. "I have forgiven you before, twice over. | cannot,
| do nat, | will not forgive you again. Tomorrow morning you will meet the headsman, and your head will
go up on the Milestone asawarning to others."

A voicdess sigh rose throughout the Grand Courtroom. Again, though, none of the courtiers seemed
surprised or dismayed. Softly, Gnatios began to weep.

"Take him away," Krigpos said. The guardsmen lifted Gnatios. They had to bear most of hisweight as
they marched him back aong the central aide, for hislegs could hardly carry him. "Thank you for
witnessing the sentence," Krigpostold the grandees. ™Y ou may go, and may Phosblessyou al.”

The noblesfiled out of the Grand Courtroom, talking quietly among themsalves. Krigpos picked up the
damning letter, then caught 1akovitzes eye. lakovitzes nodded.

Krigpos went back to the imperia resdence. Dara stood in the entranceway, waiting for him. She looked
uncomfortable, not least because she aso looked asif she could have her baby at any moment. "What
did you do with Gnatios?' she asked as he came up the steps.

"Heloses his head tomorrow," Krispos said. He walked down the hdll. "Good. He should havelogt it a
long time ago,” Dara said with avigorous nod of gpprova. Then shelet worry enter her voice. "Now,
what didn't you tell me this afternoon, when you rode in with such arush?”

Krispos sighed. Hed dways been glad Darawas clever. Now hewished, just alittle, that she wasn't. He
took out Gnatios letter to Rhisoulphos and showed it to her. She carefully read it through. When she was
done, she sagged againgt him. "No," she whispered. "Not Father.”

"I'm afraid s0." He drew out the other letter his pouch contained, the one from Rhisoulphosto Gnatios.
He handed it to her. "Dara, I'm sorry."

She shook her head back and forth, back and forth, like awild cresture thrashing in atrap. "What will
you do?' she asked at last. "Not—" Her voice broke. She could not say the word, but Krispos knew
what she meant.

"Not if he doesn't forcemetoit,” he promised. "I have something elsein mind." He was glad word of
Rhisoulphos disappearance hadn't yet got back to the imperid city.

A few minutes later the eunuch Tyrovitzes camein and said, 'Y our Mgesty, the Sevastos lakovitzesis
outside the entrance, ong with severd of his, ah, retainers.” The chamberlain sniffed; he had alow
opinion of the handsome youths with whom lakovitzes surrounded himsdlf.

"I'll come out.” Krigposturned to Dara. "Wait here, if you would. This hasto do with you and with your
father. I'll be back in just amoment.”" He |eft before she could argue.

lakovitzes grooms, dl of them stalwart and muscular young men, bent themsalves double in degp bows
to Krigpos. lakovitzes aso bowed, less deeply. That |eft one man standing straight in the middle of the
crowd. Bowing would have been hard for himin any case, for his hands were tied behind hisback. He
did nod, politely. "Your Mgesty," he said.

"Hello, Rhisoulphos," Krigpossaid. "I daresay you're glad to be anyplace outside of 1akovitzes

"Y es and no. Given a choice between the basement and the chopping block, | prefer the basement. In
fact, | dso like the basement rather better than the rolled-up carpet in which | was brought to it."



"Y ou don't need to worry about the carpet anymore. The chopping block is something else again,”
Krigpos said. "Come dong with me—you and | and your daughter have afew thingsto discuss. You
come, too, lakovitzes, if you please.”

lakovitzes nodded. He pulled out histablet and wrote," "That's dl, lads," and showed it to the grooms.
They nodded and started away from the imperial residence and out of the palace quarter. 1akovitzes
wrote something else and passed the tablet to Krigpos. " Such a pity—these days | can only pick from
among lads who know how to read.” Krispos screwed up hisface and gave the tablet back.

When Rhisoul phos came into the chamber where Darawas Sitting, she looked up at him and said, "Why,
Father? Why?' Her voice trembled; tears stood in her eyes, ready to fal.

"| thought | could," he answered with ashrug. "It appears | waswrong. | would have made your son my
heir, for whatever that's worth.”

"Nothing," Krigpos said flatly. " Gnatios goes to the block tomorrow. Give me one good reason you
shouldn't follow him."

"Because | am Darasfather," Rhisoulphos said at once. "How would you dareto fell adeep beside her
after you put meto desth?"

Krigposwanted to kick him—he was till smooth and il right. "Asyou say. But if you want tolive, it
will cost you your hair. You'll go into amonastery for the rest of your days."

"l agree," Rhisoulphos said, again without hesitation.

lakovitzes scowled furioudy and held up histablet so Krispos could read it. " Are you mad, your
Mg esty? How many people have you clapped into monasteries, only to see them pop right out again?”

"l wasn't finished yet." Krigpos turned back to Rhisoulphos. "It won't be the monastery of the holy
Skiriosfor you. No matter what lakovitzesthinks, | have learned better than that. If you want to live,
you'll servethe good god a amonastery in Prista.”

For an instant, Rhisoul phos smooth facade cracked and revealed raw red rage. The town of Pristalay
far to the north and west of Videssosthe city, acrossthe Videssan Sea. It sat on the southerntip of a
peninsulathat dangled down from the steppes of Pardraya and served asthe Empire'slistening post for
the plains. It was a so the most Phos-forsaken spot in the Empire to which to exileaman. "Well,
Rhisoulphos?’ Krispossaid. "Let it be asyou say,” Rhisoulphos answered at last, his self-control
restored. He nodded again to Krispos. "1 appear to have underestimated you, your Maesty. My only
consolation isthat I'm not the first to make that mistake." Krigpos paid hardly any attention to him after
he said yes. Hewas|ooking at Darainstead, hoping she could accept the choice he'd made. After some
endlesstimethat was less than aminute, she, too, nodded. The gesture was eerily like her father's.
Krigpos did not care. Now once more he blessed her good sense. She saw what had to be done.

Krispos caled Tyrovitzes. When the chamberlain camein, he told him, "We need a priest here, esteemed
gr. Tel himto bring dong scissors, razor, Phos holy scriptures, and anew blue robe; the eminent
Rhisoul phos has decided to enter amonastery.”

"Indeed, your Mgesty," wasdl Tyrovitzes said. He bowed and | eft the room.

The eunuch chamberlain returned within an hour, apriest a hisside. After praying, the priest told
Rhisoulphos, "Bend your head.”" Rhisoulphos obeyed. The priest used scissorsfirdt, then the razor. Lock
by lock, Rhisoulphos iron-gray hair fell to the floor. When al his scalp was bare, the priest held out the



scripturesto him and said, "Behold the law under which you shall liveif you choose. If in your heart you
fed you can observeit, enter the monadtic life; if not, speak now."

"I will observeit," Rhisoulphos declared. Twice more the priest asked him; twice more he affirmed his
will. If hedid sowithirony in hisvoice, the priest took no notice of it.

After the third affirmation, the priest said, "Doff your garment.” Rhisoulphos obeyed. The priest gave him
the monagtic robe to put on. "Asthe garment of Phos blue covers your naked body, so may his
righteousness enfold your heart and preserveit from dl evil."

"Somay it be," Rhisoulphos said; he formally became amonk with those words.

"Thank you, holy gr,” Krigpos said to the priest. Y our temple will learn that I'm grateful. Tyrovitzes,
escort him back, if you would be so kind, and settle those arrangements. Y ou needn't haggle overmuch.”

"Asyou say, your Mgesty," Tyrovitzes murmured. Krispos knew he would haggle anyhow, on generd
principles. Perhaps thisway he would not skin the priest too badly.

When the chamberlain had led the priest away, Krigpos turned to Rhisoulphos. "Comewith me, holy sir.”

Rhisoulphosrose, but said, "A moment, if you please.” He put ahand on Daras shoulder. "Daughter, |
wish it had turned out better. It could have."

Shewould not look a him. "1 wish you would have left well enough alone" she said inavoicefilled with
tears.

"Sodol, child, sodoI." Rhisoulphos straightened, then dipped his head to Krigpos. "Now | will
accompany you."

More Halogal than the usua squad of guards stood outside theimperia residence. The extramen
converged on Rhisoulphos. Krigpos said, " Take the holy sir hereto the Sea Lion, whichistied up & the
Neorhesian harbor. Put him aboard; in fact, stay aboard with him until the Sea Lion salsfor Prigtain the
morming.”

The guardsmen sauted. "We obey, Mgesty," one of them said.
"Y ou have everything ready for me," Rhisoulphos observed. "Nicely done.”

"I try," Krigpos said shortly. He nodded to the Halogai. They took charge of the new-made monk.
Krigpos watched them march him down the path till it rounded acorner and took them out of hissight.
He sighed and drank in along lungful of sweet night air. Then he went back inside.

When hewalked into the audience chamber, lakovitzes eyesflickered from him to Daraand back again.
The Sevastos quickly got to hisfeet. "I'd best be going,” hewrotein large letters. He held up the tablet to
show it to both Krispos and Dara, then bowed and |eft with what would have been unforgivable
abruptnessin most circumstances. Asit was, Krigpos did not blame lakovitzes for being so precipitate.
Hejust wished the Sevastos would have stayed longer.

No help for it: hewas donewith Dara after sending her father into exile. "I'm sorry," he said, and meant
it. "I didn't seewhat elseto do."

She nodded. "If you want to keep the throne, if you want to stay aive, you did what you had to do. |
know that. But—" She turned her head away from him; her voice broke, "—it'shard."



"Aye, itis" He came over to her and siroked her lustrous black hair. He was afraid she would shy from
him, but she sat steady. He went on, “"When | was a peasant, | used to think how easy the Avtokrator
must haveit. All he needsto do is give an order, and people do thingsfor him." He laughed briefly. "I
wishit werethat smple.”

"l wish it were, too. But it'snot.” Daralooked up at him. "Y ou seldom speak of your days on the farm.”

"Mogt of them aren't worth talking about. Believe me, thisis better,” Krispos said. Daradid not pursueit,
which suited him fine. The chief reason he rarely mentioned his early daysto her wasthat he did not want
to remind her how lowly his originswere. Since explaining would aso have brought that to thefore, he
was pleased to get away without having to.

"Let'sgoto bed,” Darasaid. "Thelord with the great and good mind knows | won't deep much with the
baby kicking me and getting me up to make water haf adozen timesanight, but | ought to try to get
what | can."

"All right," Krigpos said. Before long, the last lamp was blown out and he lay in the darkness beside
Dara. He remembered Rhisoulphos gibe. Was he safe next to her now, with Rhisoulphos on a ship
bound for Prista? He must have decided he was, for he fell adegp while he was ill mulling over the
guestion, and did not wake the rest of the night.

At the northern edge of the palace quarter, not far from the Sorcerers Collegium, wasasmal park
known to city wits as the hunting ground. It was not stocked with boar or antlered stag. In the center of
that hedge-surrounded patch of greensward stood a much-hacked oak ssump whose height was
convenient for aknedling man's neck.

His back to the early-morning sun, Krispos waited not far from that ssump. A couple of Haloga guards
stood by, chatting with each other in their own language. They kept sneaking glances at the headsman,
who was leaning his chin on the pomme of hissword. Hewas atall man, amost astal asaHaoga
Findly one of the northerners could hold out no more. He walked over to the headsman and said,
"Please, 9r, may | try the heft of that great blade?"

"Bemy gues."

The headsman watched the guard get the fed of the two-handed grip, smiling a hiswhistle over the
sword'sweight. The Haloga backed off and swung it a couple of times, first across at waist level, then up
and down. Hewhistled again, gave it back. "A brave brand indeed, but too heavy for me."

"Y ou handleit better than most,” the headsman said. "Must be that you're used to the axe, which isn't
light, either. I've seen big strong men, but ones who're used to these cavary sabersthat don't weigh
nothin’, dmost fal over when they try my sword.”

They went on talking for afew minutes, two professonasin related fields passing the time until one of
them had to do hisjob. Then more Halogai brought Gnatiosinto the little park. He wore aplain linen
robe, not even blue. His hands were tied behind him.

He stopped when he saw Krigpos. "Please, your Mgesty, | beseech you—" Heféll to hisknees. "Have
mercy, in the name of Phas, in the name of the servicel gave you in the matter of Harvas—"

Krigpos hit hislip. HEd come to witness the execution because he thought he owed Gnatios that much.
But did he owe him mercy—again? He shook his head. "May Phos judge you more kindly than | must,



Gnatios, in the name of the service you gave mein the matter of Petronas, and in the matter of
Rhisoulphos. Who would be next?' He turned to the guardsmen. "Take him to the sump.”

They dragged Gnatiosthe last few feet, not kindly but not crudly either, just going about their business.
Onetold him, "Hold still and it will be over soonest.”

"Aye, he'sright,” the headsman said. "Y ou'd not want to twist and maybe make me haveto strike twice.”

Still not roughly, the guards forced Gnatios head down to the ssump. His eyes were wide and bright and
garing, with white dl around theiris. He sucked in great noisy gulps of air; his chest rose and fell against
the thin fabric of hisrobein an extremity of fear. "Please," he mouthed over and over again. "Oh, please.”

The headsman stepped up beside the oak stump. He swung the two-handed sword over his head.
Gnatios screamed. The sword came down. The scream cut off abruptly as the heavy blade bit through
flesh and bone. Gnatios head rolled away, cleanly severed at thefirst stroke. Krispos was appaled to
seeitseyeshlink twice asit fdl from the sump.

Every musclein Gnatios body convulsed at the instant of beheading. It jerked free of the Halogai. Blood
fountained from the stump of his neck as his heart gave acouple of last beats beforeit redized he was
dead. His bowels and bladder emptied, befouling his robe and adding their stenches to the hot iron smell
of blood.

Krispos turned away, more than alittle sickened. He'd read of bloodthirsty tyrants who liked nothing
better than seeing the heads of their enemies—red or imagined—roll. All he wondered was whether the
chunk of bread held had on the way over would stay down. Watching a helpless man die was worse than
anything the battlefield had shown him. How Harvas could have struck down awhole city grew only
more mysterious, and more dreadful.

Krigpos turned to the headsman, who stood proudly, expecting praise, conscious of ajob well done. "He
didn't suffer,” Krigpos said—the best he could do. The headsman beamed, so it must have been enough.
Krigpos went on, "Take the head—" He would not look &t it. "—to the Milestone. I'm going back to the
imperid resdence.”

"Asyou say, your Mgesty." The headsman bowed. "Y our presence here honored me thismorning.”

Not long after Krispos returned to the residence, Barsymes asked him what he wanted for lunch.
"Nothing, thanks," he said. The vestiarios did not change expression, but still conveyed that his answer
was not an acceptable response. Krispos felt he had to explain. "Y ou needn't fear I'll make a bloodthirsty
tyrant, eteemed gir. | find | don't have the ssomach for it."

"Ah." Now Barsymes voice showed he understood. "Will you return to the army later today, then?"

"I have acouple of thingsto do before | go. Do | remember rightly that Pyrrhos, while he was patriarch,
condemned the hierarch Savianosfor sometiny lapse or other?”

"Yes, your Magesty, that's 0." Barsymes eyes narrowed. "Am | to infer, then, that you will name
Savianos ecumenica patriarch rather than restoring Pyrrhosto hisold throne?”

"That'sjust what | intend to do, if he wantsthejob. I've had abdllyful of quarrelsome clerics. Will you
arrange to have Savianos brought here as quickly asyou can?'

"| shal haveto find out in which monastery he's been confined, but yes, | will ded with that at once.”

Toward evening that day Savianos prostrated himsalf before Krigpos. "How may | serve your Mgesty?'



he asked as he rose. His face was craggy and intelligent; beyond that, Krispos had learned better than to
guess character from features.

He came straight to the point: " Gnatios head went up on the Milestone this morning. | want you to
succeed him as ecumenica patriarch.”

Savianos shaggy gray eyebrows legped like Sartled gray caterpillars. "Me, your Mgesty? Why me? For
onething, I'm more nearly of Gnatios theologica bent than Pyrrhos, and | even spoke againgt Pyrrhos
when you named him patriarch. For another, why would | want the patriarchal throneif you just killed
the man who was on it? | have no interest in making the headsman's acquaintance just because |
somehow offended you."

"Gnatios didn't meet the headsman for offending me. He met him for plotting against me. If you plan on
meddling in politics after you put on the blue boots, you'd best stay whereyou are.”

"If I'd wanted to meddle in palitics, I'd have become a bureaucrat, not apriest,” Savianos said.

"Good enough. Asfor the other, | remember your speaking up for Gnatios. That took courage. It'sone
of the reasons | want you to be patriarch. And my own bdliefs aren't as, as—" Krispos groped for a
word. "—rigid as Pyrrhos. | didn't object to Gnatios doctrines, only to histreason. So, holy sir, shall
submit your name to the synod?”

"Youredly meanit," Savianos said in awondering tone. He studied Krispaos, giving him amore thorough
and critical scrutiny than he was used to getting since held become Avtokrator. At last, with anod, the
priest said, "No, you're not one to butcher for the sport of it, are you?"

"No," Krigpos answered at once, queasily remembering how Gnatios head had blinked as it bounced
from the stump onto the grass.

"No," Savianos agreed. "All right, your Mgesty, if you want to giveit to me, I'll takeit on. Shal weam
to work without biting each other'stails?"

"By the good god, that's just what we need to do." Krispos felt like cheering. Hed said that to Pyrrhos
and Gnatios both, time and again; each in his own way had chosen to ignoreit. Now an ecclesiastic was
saying it for himsdlf! "Holy sr—most holy sir to be—I dready fed I've picked the right man.”

Saviano's chuckle had awry edgeto it. "Don't praise the horsetill you'veridden him. If you tell me as
much three years from now, well both have reason to be pleased.”

"I'm pleased right now. Let me come up with acouple of truly ghastly namesto go adong with the rules of
the synod and I'll be able to get back to the army knowing the temples are in good hands.”

After Savianos|eft theimperia residence, Krigpos summoned the grand drungarios of the fleet, asolidly
built veteran sailor named Kanaris. That meeting was much shorter than the one with Savianos. But men,
unlike Savianos, Kanaris did not need to be persuaded—when he heard what Krispos wanted, he
rushed away asfast as he could go, al eager to start at once.

Krispos wished he could look forward to the ride back to the army with equd anticipation.

The ride north was as fast as the ride south had been, but even harder to endure. Krispos had hoped he
would be inured to the endlessrolling, jouncing hoursin the saddle, but it was not so. By thetime he
returned to camp, his best walk was a spraddie-legged shamble. Sarkis and the squad of scoutswerein



hardly better shape. The worst of it was, Krigpos knew more long days of riding lay ahead.

The soldiers cheered as he rode up to theimperia tent. He waved back to them and put al the
exuberance he had left into that wave. They would have been lessflattered to know why he was so
pleased, but he kept that to himself. Hed most dreaded coming upon their broken remnants as he hurried
north.

"Things have been quiet while you were gone," Mammianos reported that evening, when Krigpos met
with hisofficers. "A few skirmishes here, afew there, but nothing mgor. Oh, the wizards have had a bit
to do, too, so they have."

Krispos glanced at Trokoundos. "Aye, abit to do,” the mage said. Krigpos concedled adtart at the
sound of hisvoice—he sounded more than tired, he sounded old. Battling Harvas had takenitstoll on
him. But he continued with sober pride, "'Everything the Skotos-lover has hurled at us, we have
withstood. I'll not deny he's cost us a handful of men, but only ahandful. Without us, the army would be
inruns”

"| believe you, magicd gr," Krispossaid. "All Videssos owes you and your fellows agrest debt of
thanks. With everything safe here, | can give you my own news from the capitd.” Everyone leaned
toward him. "First, Gnatiosis patriarch no more. He plotted against me once too often, and | took his

Only nods greeted that announcement, not exclamations of surprise. Krispos nodded, too. Trokoundos
and Mammianos had both known why held returned to the city in such a hurry, and he hadn't ordered
either one of them to keep quiet abouit it. For that matter, he often thought ordering aVidessan to keep
quiet about anything was awaste of bregth.

Hewent on, "Next, | bring word of the eminent Rhisoulphos. He turns out to have given up the soldier's
lifefor that of amonk, and is spending hisdaysin Phos service at amonastery in Prista”

That produced dl the reaction he could have wanted.

"Prista?’ Bagradas burst out. "By the good god, what's he doing in Prista? How'd he get there?" Severd
other officersloudly wondered the same thing. Krispos did not answer. One by one the soldiersand
mages noticed he was not answering. They started to use their brainsinstead of their mouths. No
Videssan of reasonable rank ignored palitics; ignoring politics was unsafe. Before long they reached the
proper conclusion. "I'm to keep my regiment, then?' Bagradas asked.

"I'dsay it'svery likdly," Krigpos agreed with astraight face.

"A nice bit of work, that, your Mgesty,” Mammianos said. Almost everyone echoed him. Nobles and
courtiers had an artist's appreciation for underhandedness brought off with panache.

"I did one more brief bit of businesswhile wasin the capita," Krispos said. "1 ordered Kanaristo send
afleet of dromonsup the AdtrisRiver. If the Halogal want to crossinto Kubrat to fight for Harvas, why
should we let them have an easy time of it?"

Fierce growls of gpprova rose from the officers. "Aye, let's see ‘'em take on our dromons with the
canoesthey hollow out of logs" Mammianos said.

"All thismay hurt Harvasindirectly, but how do we do more than that?' Sarkis asked. "We can't go
through him; wetried that last summer." He pointed to amap that a couple of stones held down and
unrolled on Krispos portable desk. "The next pass north into Kubrat is easily eighty miles east of here.



That'stoo far to coordinate with aflying column, and if we set the whole army moving, what'sto keep
Harvas from shifting, too, on his sde of the mountains?'

"We could double back—" Mammianos began. Then he shook his head. "No, it'stoo complicated, too
likely to go wrong. Besides, if we march away from here, what's to keep Harvas from just jumping right
back down into Videssos?'

"Thereisapass closer than eighty milesfrom here" Krispos said.

Wizards and officers crowded close around the portable desk, peered down. Sarkis pointed out the
obvious. "It's not on the map, your Majesty.”

"l know it'snot,” Krispos said. "I've been through it dl the same, when | was maybe six years old and the
Kubratoi herded my whole village up into their country. The outlet at the southern end ishard to find; a
forest and aspur of hillsde hideit away unlessyou come at it from the right angle. The passis narrow
and winding; asquad of troops could hold back an army insideit. But if you gentlemen don't know of i,
the odds are decent that Harvas doesn't, either.”

"The Kubratoi won't havetold him, that's certain,” Mammianos said. Everybody nodded at thet; by dll
accounts, Harvas and hisHalogai had been no gentler in Kubrat than they werein the Empire of
Videssos,

Sarkissad, "l mean no offense, your Mgesty, but even if al isasyou say, you have not been Six years
old for sometime. How can you lead usto this hidden pass now?"'

Krigposlooked to Trokoundos. "The good god willing, between them the talented mages here should be
ableto pull the way from my mind. | traveled it, after dl.”

"The memory isthere" Trokoundos affirmed. "Asfor bringing it into the open once more ... We can try,
your Mgesty. | would not presume to say more than that."

"Then tomorrow you will try," Krigpos said. "I'd say tonight, but I'm so tired right now that | don't think |
have any mind left to look into." The officers chuckled, al but Sarkis, who had ridden with Krispos.
Sarkiswas too busy yawning.

Trokoundos ceremonioudy handed Krispos acup. "Drink this, if you please, your Mgesty."

Before he drank, Krispos held the cup under his nose. Beneath the swest, fruity odor of red wine, he
caught others smells, more pungent and musty. "What'sin it?' he asked, haf curious, half suspicious.

"It'sadecoction to help loosen your wits from the here-and-now," the mage answered. "There are
roasted henbane seedsin it, ground hemp leaves and seeds, a ditillate from the poppy, and several other
thingsaswell. Youll likely fed rather drunk al through the day; past that, the brew isharmless.”

"Let'sbeabout it." With an abrupt motion, Krispos knocked back the cup. Hislipstwisted; it tasted
nedtier than it smelled.

Trokoundos eased him down into afolding chair. " Are you comfortable, your Mgesty?'

"Comfortable? Yes, I—think s0." Krigposlistened to himself answer, asif from far avay. Hefelt hismind
float, detach itsaf from hisbody. Despite what Trokoundos had said, it was not like being drunk. It was
not like anything he had ever known. It was pleasant, though. He wondered vaguely if Anthimos had ever



tried it. Probably. If anything yielded pleasure, Anthimoswould havetried it. Then Anthimos, too, did
away from Krigpos mind. He smiled, content to float.

"Majesty? Hear me, your Mgesty." Trokoundos voice echoed and reechoed insde Krispos head. He
found he could not ignoreit, found he did not want to ignore it. The mage went on, "Y our Mgesty, cast
your mind back to journeying through the passes between Videssos and Kubrat. | conjure you,
remember, remember, remember.”

Obediently—he did not seem to have much will of his own— Krispos let his mind spin back through
time. All at once he gasped; his distant body stiffened and began to sweet. Haogal chopped down his
horsemen at the barricade. A black-robed figure gestured, and boulders sprang from the hillsdesto
gmash hisarmy. "Harvad" he said harshly.

"Farther, reach farther," Trokoundos said. "Remember, remember, remember.”

The lost battle of the summer before misted over and vanished from Krispos thoughts. He rolled back
and back and back, one gray year after another passing away. Then dl at once hewasin the pass again,
the pass he had tried and failed to force—somehow he both knew and did not know that at the same
time. A short, plump man in the robes of a Videssian noble rode by. He looked cocky and full of spit.
Krispos knew his name, and knew—and did not know—much more than that. "lakovitzes" he
exclamed. He exclaimed again, wordlessly, for the voice that came from hislipswas not hisown but a
boy's high treble.

"How old are you?' Trokoundos demanded.
He thought about it. "Nine," the boy's voice answered for him.
"Farther, reach farther. Remember, remember, remember.”

Again hewhirled through time. Now he emerged from aforest track toward what seemed at first only a
spur of hillock in front of the mountains. But shouting men on ponies urged him and his companionson
with curses and threats. Beyond that spur was anarrow opening. A man in atunic of homespun wool
steadied him with ahand on his shoulder. He looked up in thanks. Amazement ran through him—he
thought he was looking at himsdf. Then the amazement doubled. "Father," he whispered in achild's
voice, ayounger child'svoice now.

Trokoundos broke into his—vison? "How old are you?'
"l—think I'm six."

"Do you see before you the pass of which your adult salf spoke? Seeit now with adult eyes aswell as
those of achild. Mark well everything about it, so that you may find it once more. Can you do thisand
remember afterward?'

"Yes," Krigpos said. His voice was an odd blend of two, of boy's and man's, both of them hisown. He
did not smply look at the opening to the pass anymore, he studied it, considered the forest from which
he'd emerged, contemplated the streak of pinkish stone that ran through the spur, examined the
mountains and fixed their precise configuration in hismind. At last he said, "I will remember.”

Trokoundos put another cup in hishand. "Drink this, then.”

It was ahot, meaty broth, rich with the taste of fat. With every swalow, Krisposfelt hismind and body
rgjoin each other. But even when he was himsalf again, he remembered everything about the pass—and
thefed of hisfather's strong hand on his shoulder, guiding him adong. “Thank you," hesaid to



Trokoundos. "Y ou gave me agreeat gift. Not many men can say their father touched them long years after
he was dead.”

Trokoundos bowed. "Y our Mgesty, I'm pleased to help in any way | can, even that onewhich | did not
expect.”

"Any way you can," Krigpos mused. He nodded, more than haf to himself. "Ride with me, then,
Trokoundos. If need be, you can use your magic again to help mefind the pass. Well need a sorcerer
along anyhow, to keep Harvas from noticing us aswe dip around hisflank. If he catchesusin that
narrow place, we're donefor."

"I will ridewith you," Trokoundos said. "Let me go back to my tent now, to gather the tools and supplies
I'll need." He bowed again and walked away, rubbing his chin as he thought about just what he ought to
take.

Krigpos thought about that, too, but in terms of manpower rather than sorcerous parapherndia. Sarkis
and his scouts, of course ... Krispos smiled. No matter how sore Sarkis backside was, he couldn't
complain his Emperor had ordered him to do anything Krispos wasn't also doing. But he'd need more
than scouts on thismisson ...

The column rode south out of camp the next day before noon. Theimperia standard il fluttered over
Krigpos tent; imperial guards till tramped back and forth before it. But some dozens of horsemen
concealed blond hair beneath helms and surcoat hoods. They stayed clustered around one manin
nondescript gear who rode a nondescript horse—Progress was aso still back at camp.

Oncewell out of view of their own camp and that of the foe, the soldiers paused. Trokoundos went to
work. At last he nodded to Krigpos. "If Harvastriesto track us by magic, your Mgesty, he will, Phos
willing, perceive us as continuing southward, perhaps on our way to the imperia capitad. Whereasin
redity—"

"Aye." Krigpos pointed to the east. The riders siwung off the north-south thoroughfare and onto one of
the narrow dirt tracksthat led away from it. The forest pressed close dong either sde of the track; the
column lengthened, smply because the troopers lacked the room to ride more than four or five abreast.

Every s0 often, even smaller paths branched off from the track and wound their way back toward the
mountains. Scouts galloped down each one of them to seeif it seemed to dead-end against a spur of
hillock with astregk of pink stone running through it. Krigpos thought his flanking column was till too far
west, but took no chances.

The soldiers camped that night in the first clearing large enough to hold them al that they found. Krispos
asked Trokoundos, "Any sign Harvas knows what we're up to?"

He wanted the mage to grin and shake his head. Instead, Trokoundos frowned. "Y our Mgesty, I've had
thefeding—and it is but afeding—that we are being sorceroudy sought. Whether it'sby Harvas or not |
cannot say, for the seeking is at the very edge of my ahility to perceiveit.”

"Who elsewould it be?" Krispos said with ascoffing laugh. Trokoundos laughed, too. He was not
scoffing. Magicians did not scoff about Harvas. Monster he surely was, but they took him most serioudly.

Krigpos sent double sentry parties out on picket duty and ordered them to set up farther than usua from
the camp. He had doubts about how much good that would do. If Harvas found him out, thefirst he was
likely to know of it would be amagica ondaught that wrecked the flying column. The sentries went out
even so, on the off chance he waswrong.



Asusual, hegot up at sunrise. He gnawed hard bread, drank rough wine, mounted, and rode. As he
headed east, he kept peering at the mountains through breaks in the trees. By noon he knew he and his
men were getting close. The granite shapes that turned the horizon jagged looked ever more familiar. He
began to worry about overrunning the pass.

Hardly had the thought crossed his mind when adoppily dressed scout came pounding up to him.
"Maesty, | foundit, Mgesty!" the fellow said. "A pink vein of rock on the spur, and when | rode in back
of it, sure enough, it opensout. I'll take us there!™

"Lead us," Krigpos said, dapping the scout on the back. The order to halt ran quickly through the
column—nhorns and drums were silent, for fear Harvas might somehow detect their rhythmic cdlsat a
range beyond that of merely human ears.

The scout led the troopers back to aforest path no different from haf a dozen others they'd passed
earlier in the day. As soon as Krigpos plunged into the woods, he knew he'd traveled thisway before.
Almost asif it came from the leaves and branches around him, he picked up a sense of the fear and
urgency heldd had the last time he used thistrack. He thought for amoment he could hear guttural Kubrati
voices shouting for him to hurry, hurry, but it was only the wind and a cawing crow. All the same, sweet
prickled under his armpits and ran down hisflankslike drops of molten lead.

Then the path seemed to come to a dead end against aspur of rock with apink streak through it. The
scout pointed and asked excitedly, "Isthisit, your Mgesty? It looksjust like what you were talking
about. Isit?’

"By thelord with the grest and good mind, it is," Krigpos whispered. Awe on hisface, heturned and
bowed in the saddle to Trokoundos. The place looked asfamiliar asif held last seen it day before
yesterday—and s0, thanks to the mage's sill, he had. Before he ordered the army into the pass, he
asked Trokoundos, "Are we detected?’

"Let me check." After afew minutes of work the wizard answered, "Not so far as| cantell. | ill think
we may be sought, but Harvas has not found us. | do not say thislightly, your Mgesty: | stakemy lifeon
thetruth of it no lessthan yours."

"So you do." Krigpostook a deep breath and brought up hisarm to point. "Forward!"

The pass was as narrow and winding as he remembered. If the Sides did not seem quite so
overwhemingly high, he was now afull-grown man on horseback rather than aboy sumbling along
afoot. He was as afraid now asthen, though. A squad of Harvas Halogai could plug the pass; if men
waited up above with boulders, the evil wizard would need no wizardry to rid himself of thisentire
column.

The troopers felt the danger as starkly as he did. They leaned forward over their horses necks, gently
urging the animas to more and more speed. And the horses responded; they liked being in that narrow,
echoing, gloomy place—it was s0 steep, the sun could not reach down to the bottom—no better than did
their riders.

"How long till we're through?' Sarkis asked Krigpos as the gloom began to degpen toward evening. "By
the good god, Mgesty, | don't want to have to spend the night in this miserable cleft.”

"Neither do|," Krigpossaid. "I think we're closeto theend of it."

Sure enough, lessthan an hour later the advance guard of the column burst out of the pass and into the
foothill country on the northern side of the mountains. Looking north, Krigpos saw nothing but those hills



leading down to aflatter country of plains and patches of forest. He turned round to the granite mass of
the mountains. To have them behind him instead of before seemed strange and unnaturd, asif sky and
land had changed places on the horizon.

Full darknesswas close a hand. The evening star dominated the western sky, though athin
fingernail-paring of moon aso hung there. More and more stars came out as crimson and then gray faded
into black.

The soldiers buzzed with excitement asthey set up camp. They'd flanked Harvas and he didn't know it.
Day after tomorrow they would crash into his unguarded rear; he and his men would be caught between
their hammer and the anvil of the main imperia army. One trooper told histentmate, "They say the
bastard's agood wizard. Helll need to be better than good to get away from us now."

"Heis better than good,” the second soldier answered.

Krigpos sketched Phos sun-circle over his heart to avert any possible omen. Then he went to check with
Trokoundos. The mage said, "No, we are not found. | till feel we are sought, but | would aso have that
feeling because of Harvas sorcerous scrutiny of the supposed southward journey of thisarmy.”

"How much longer can that trick hold up?" Krispos asked.

"Long enough, | hope. The farther Harvas magic hasto reach, the less omniscient it becomes. There are
no guidedlines, | admit, the more so for aunique sorcerer like Harvas. But as say, what we have done
should suffice”

That was as much reassurance as Krispos could reasonably expect. He arranged himsdlf in his bedroll
confident that Harvas would not turn him into a spider while he dept. And deep he did; despite achesin
every riding muscle, he went out like ablown lamp while he was dtill trying to get ablanket up to hischin.

Camp broke quickly the next morning. Everyone knew the column had stolen amarch on Harvas, and
everyone wanted to take advantage of it. Underofficers had to warn men not to wear out their horses by
riding too hard too soon.

Off in the distance Krispos saw other small mounted parties. They saw his men, too, and promptly fled.
He did not know what to fedl as he watched them gallop away. So these were the fierce Kubratoi who
had scourged Videssos northern provinces adl through his childhood! Now they only wanted to escape.

His pride at that was punctured when Trokoundos remarked, "1 wonder whether they think we're redly
who we are or some of Harvas men.”

Near noon aband of about a dozen nomads gpproached the column instead of running away. "Y ou
horsemen, you imperids?' one of them caled in broken Videssan.

"Aye," the soldiers answered, ready to kill them if they turned to take that news to Harvas Black-Robe.
But the Kubrati went on, Y ou cometo fight Harvas?"
"Aye" the soldiersrepeated, with ayell thistime.

"Wefight with you, wefight for you." The nomad held hisbow over hishead "Harvas and his axemen,
they worgt inworld. You Videssans, you gotsto be better. Better you rule over usthan Harvas any day,
any day better." He spoke to his companionsin their own language. They shouted what had to be
agreement.



Krigpos lifted hishelmet so he could scratch his head. Kubratoi had meant enemies to him since hewas
sx yearsold. Even imagining them as comrades came hard. But the nomad had spoken the truth in away
he probably did not suspect. Theland of Kubrat had been Videssian once. If theimperia army best
Harvas, it would become Videssian again—Krigpos did not intend to turn it over to some Kubrati
chieftain who would stay grateful until the day he thought he could safely raid south of the mountains, and
not amoment longer. Gnatios had taught him some hard |essons about how long loyalty was apt to last.

Stll, if he did succeed in annexing—reannexing, he reminded himsa f—Kubrat, the goodwill of thelocals
would be worth something. "Aye, join us," hetold the nomads. "Help drive the invaders out of Kubrat."
Hedid not say out of your land. None of the Kubratoi noticed the fine distinction. Most of the nomads
who saw the flying column continued to avoid it. But several more groups camein, so that by the end of
the day close to ahundred Kubratoi camped with the Videssians. Their furs and boiled-leather cuirasses
contrasted oddly with the linen surcoats and iron shirtsthe imperialswore. Their ponies also looked like
nothing much next to the bigger, handsomer horses that came from south of the mountains. But those
ponies hadn't bresthed hard while they kept up with the column, and Krispos knew the Kubratoi could
fight. Hewas glad to have them.

"We can't be more than three or four hours away from Harvas," Krigpos said to Sarkis, "but we haven't
seen asingle Haloga. He doesn't know we're here”

"So it seems, your Mgesty." Sarkis white teeth flashed in the firelight, very bright againgt histhick black
beard and mustaches. "I said a couple of years ago, when | first served under you, that things wouldn't be
dull. Who e'se would have found away to snesk up on the nastiest wizard the world's ever seen?"

"I hope we are sneaking up on him," Trokoundos said. "My feding of being sought grows ever stronge.
It worries me, and yet surely Harvas would assail usif he knew we were here. | wish Zaidas were aong,
to tell me dl my fears are so much moonshine. The good god grant that | hold Harvas befooled yet alittle

longer.”
"Somay it be," Krispos and Sarkis said in the same breath. They both sketched the sun-sign.

Sarkis added, "This also showstherisk of depending too much on magic. If Harvas had his scouts
properly posted, he'd aready know we were loose in his country.”

"It'snot his country,” Krispos said. "It'sours." He explained the thoughts he'd had when the first Kubrati
party attached itsdlf to the column, finishing, "WEell never have another chance likethisto bring Kubrat
back under our rule.”

Sarkis let out asoft, approving grunt. Trokoundos cocked his head to one side and studied Krispos.

"Y ou've grown, your Mgesty," he said. "Y ou've comeinto the long view of things you need to make a
proper Avtokrator. Who but aman with that long view would say that taking Kubrat, which hasbeen a
thorn in our flesh for three centuries now, isbringing it back under our rule?"

Both pleased and amused, Krigpos said, " The good god willing, I've learned a bit from that long past of
ours." Heyawned. "Right now, thiswhole day ssemsavery long past al by itsdf. It's hard to remember
when I've been out of the saddle except to squat by the side of theroad or to deep, which iswhat I'm
going to do now."

"Thisisasound strategy,” Sarkissaid, hisvoicefilled with such military seriousnessthat Krigpos cameto
attention and saluted. Then, laughing, he went off to spread out his blankets.

The next morning the troopers checked their swords edges and made sure their arrows were straight and
wel| fletched, asthey did when they were certain they would be going into battle before long. They



legped onto their horses and stormed westward. Krispos knew the only thing that made veterans hurry
toward a fight was confidence they would win.

All that kept his own confidence from soaring equally was Trokoundos attitude. The mage kept looking
back over his shoulder, asif he expected to see Harvas on the horse right behind him. "We are sought,”
he said over and over again, hisvoice haunted.

But despite his forebodings, neither Krispos nor any of the soldiersin the flying column had any sense
that Harvas knew they were there. He'd posted no guards, not in land he thought his own. And there,
ahead in the distance, lay the northern mouth of the pass through the mountainsin which the wizard and
hisHalogai were about to be bottled.

"Unfurl our banner," Krigpos said. Theimperid standard, gold sunburst on blue, fluttered free at the head
of the column.

But before the men could even begin to raise a cheer, Trokoundos went white as milk. "We are found,”
he whispered. His eyes were huge and frightened.

"Too late," Krispos said fiercely, trying to restore his spirit. "We have Harvas now, not the other way
round.” Thewordswere hardly out of his mouth before awal of blackness sprang up in front of the
column. It stretched north and south, far as the eye could see. The troopersin the lead quickly reined in
to keep from running into it headlong.

It did not dishearten Krispos. "There, you see?' he said to Trokoundos, "it's the same pdtry trick he used
to dow down the army south of the mountains. One touch from you then and thewhole silly wall just
disappeared. Does he think to fool usthe same way twice?"

Trokoundos visibly revived. "Aye, you'reright, your Magesty. He must indeed be panicked, to forget he
aready used thisilluson againgt us. And a panicked sorcerer is aweakened sorcerer. Let me get rid of
this phantasm, and then on to the attack."

The soldiersin earshot yelled and clapped. They swatted Trokoundos on the shoulder as his
smooth-gaited gray approached the barrier with mincing steps. The mage dismounted afew feet away,
walked straight up to it. He stretched out a hand, leaned forward, shouted, "Begone!™

Far, far off in the distance, Krispos thought he heard awoman's voice crying, "No! Wait!" He shook his
head, annoyed at hisears playing tricks on him. In any case, the cry cametoo late. Trokoundos
forefinger had met thewall of blackness.

Asthey had before, lightnings crackled round the mage. Men who had not been close by when he
pierced the barrier south of the mountains cried out in darm and dismay. Krisgpos sat smiling on hishorse,
waiting for the barrier to dissolve.

Trokoundos screamed, araw, wordless sound of terror and agony. His spine spasmed and arched
backward, asif it were abow being bent. He screamed again, thistimeintelligibly. "Trap!" Heflung his
arms out wide. His back bent till farther, impossibly far. He cried out one last time, again without words.

His hands writhed. The motions reminded Krispos of sorcerous passes. If they were, they did no good.
With asound like that of a cracking knuckle but magnified a thousand times, Trokoundos backbone
broke. Hefdl to the ground, limp and dead.

The black wall—Harvas Black-Robe's black wall—remained.

Along with hissoldiers, Krigpos stared in consternation at Torkoundos crumpled corpse. What would



happen to him now, with his own chief wizard dain and Harvas dll too aware of exactly where he was?
You'll diein whatever dreadful way Harvas wants you to die was thefirst answer that sprang to
mind. He cast about for a better one, but did not find any.

Shouts came from the right flank of the column. The Kubratoi who had briefly attached themsdalvesto
Krispos force were galoping off asfast astheir little ponies would take them. " Shall we pursue?' Sarkis
asked.

"No, let them go," Krispos answered wearily. "Y ou can't blame them for changing their minds about our
chances, can you?"'

"No, Mgesty, not when I've just changed my own." Sarkis managed agrin, but not of the cheery sort—it
looked more like the snarl of a hunting beast brought to bay. "What do we do now?"

Tohisrdief, Krigpos did not have to answer that at once. A trooper from the rearguard rode up, sauted,
and said, "Y our Mgesty, theré's aparty of maybe fifteen or twenty horsemen coming up on usfrom
behind."

"More Kubratoi ?* Krispos asked. "They'll turn tail when they seethe messwerein.” Hiseyesflicked to
Trokoundos body again. Soon, he knew, he would fed theloss of afriend aswell asthat of amage. He
had no time for that, not now, not yet.

Thetrooper said, "Y our Mgesty, they don't look like Kubratoi, or ride like 'em, either. They look like
Videssans, iswhat they look like."

"Videssans?' Krigpos rather heavy eyebrows drew together over his nose. Had Mammianos sent men
after him for some reason? If he had, would Harvas have spotted the party because it was not warded?
And could the evil wizard have been led from that party to the flying column Krispos led? The chain of
logic made al too much sense. Cold anger in hisvoice, Krigpos went on, "Bring them hereto me, this
indant.”

"Aye, your Mgesty." Thetrooper whedled his horse and set spurstoit. The anima squealed aloud
protest but quickly went into agallop. Clods of dirt flew up from its hooves as it bounded away.

Krigpos fought down the urge to ride after the fellow, making himself wait. Before long the trooper
returned with the band of which held spoken. By their horses, by their gear, they were Videssans, as
he'd said. Asthey drew closer, Krispos frown deepened. He recognized none of them that he could see,
though some were hidden behind others. Surely Mammianos would have sent out someone he knew.

"Who are you people?' he said. "What are you doing here?"
The answer came from the back of the group. "Magjesty, we are cometo give you aid, aswe may."

Krispos stared. So did every man who heard that light, clear voice or saw the beardless, sculptured
profile beneath that conica cavary helm. Tanilis might don chain mail, but no one anywhere would ever
mistake her for aman.

With an effort, Krigpos found his own voice. "My lady, the good god knows you're welcome and more
than welcome. But how did you track us here? Trokoundos was sure held screened off the column from
sorcerers senses. Of course, Trokoundos proved not to know everything there was to know." His mouth
twisted; hejerked his chin toward the mage's corpse.

Tanilis eyesmoved with hisgesture. A dim finger sketched the sun-circle above her left breast. She said,
"Honor to hisskill, for had | depended on finding your soldiers, I should not have been aware of their



true path till far too late. But | sought you with my magic, your Mgesty; our old ties of friendship made
that possible where the other would have failed.”

"Aye, friendship,” Krigpos said dowly. Their ties had been more intimate than that, back a decade before
when held wintered in Opsikion, helping 1akovitzes recover from abadly broken leg. He studied her. She
was ten years older than he, or abit more; her son Mavros had been only five years younger. Some of
her years showed, but not many. Most of them had only added character to abeauty that had once been
amogt beyond needing it.

She sat her horse quietly, waiting under his scrutiny. She did not wait long; that had never been her way.
"However skilled your mage was, in Harvas Black-Robe he found one stronger than himsdlf. Do you
think Harvas sitsidly on the other side of that wall he made, that wall black as hisrobes, black ashis
heart?'

"I very much fear he doesn't," Krigpos said, "but with Trokoundos dain, how can | answer him? Unless
... Hisvoicetralled avay.

"Just s0," Tanilissaid. "1 tried to warn your wizard, there a the end, but he wastoo full of himself to hear
or heed me."

"I heard you," Krigpos exclaimed.

"I thought you might have. Harvasis dso stronger than | am. This| know. | will ¢and againgt him dl the
same, for my Emperor and for my son." She did down from her horse and approached the barrier
Harvas had set in front of the flying column. After some minutes study, she turned back to Krispos.
"Consdering what you may find on the other sde, your warriors would be well advised to form line of
baitle”

"Aye." Krigpos waved. The command ran down the column. The troopers moved smoothly into place.
They ill sent wary glances toward the black wall, but the routine of having ordersto follow soaked up
some of thelr fear.

Instead of stabbing at the barrier with a peremptory index finger, Tanilis gently touched it with the palm of
her hand. Krispos held his breath; his heard pounded as he wondered if the livid lightningswould
consume her asthey had Trokoundos. The lightnings flashed. Some of the soldiers groaned—they had no
great hopefor her.

"lsshe mad?' one man said.

"No, she knows what she's about,” another answered, his eastern accent hinting that he came from
somewhere not far from Opsikion. "That'sthe lady Tanilis, that is, mother to Mavros the dead Sevastos
and asorceressin her own right, if the tales be true.” Hiswords went up and down the line, faster than
Krigpos command had: rumors were more interesting than orders.

Tanilis back stiffened, arched ... but only alittle. "No, Harvas, not now," she said, so softly Krispos
barely heard. "Y ou have aready hurt meworsethan this." It was asif she did not fight against whatever
torment the black barrier dedlt out, but rather accepted it, and in accepting defeated it.

Thewall seemed to sensethat. The lightnings blazed ever brighter around Tanilisasit sought to lay her
low. But sherefused to topple. "No," she said again, very clearly. Again the lightningsincreased, thistime
to apeak of such brilliance that Krigpos had to turn his head away, his eyes watering. "No," Tanilissaid
for athird time from the heart of that firestorm.



Through ditted eyelids, Krispos |ooked back toward her. She still stood defiant—and all at once the
black wal'sforce yielded to her stronger will. The lightning ceased; the barrier melted into thethin air
from which it had sprung.

Theimperid soldierscried out in triumph &t that. Then, amoment later, they cried out again. The black
wall's vanishing revedled the Haogal who had been advancing on the flying column under its cover.
Harvas, too, would have et the barrier disappear, no doubt, but at atime of his own choosing.

"Forward!" Krigpos shouted. "The cry is'Mavros!"

"Mavrod" the Videss ans thundered. They rolled toward Harvas Haoga, then rolled over them. The
northerners were caught in loose order, confident they would find foesripe for the daughter. Some of
them turned tail when the downfall of the barrier showed that Krispos men were more ready for battle
than they. More stood and fought. They followed awicked leader, but kept their own fierce pride. It
availed them nothing. The imperids rode them down, then rode on toward the northern mouth of the
pass. "Mavrod!" they shouted again and again, and another cry: "Tanilig"

"We may yet bottle Harvas up in there," Sarkis yelled to Krispos, his black eyes snapping with
excitemen.

"Aye." When Krigpos horse even thought of dowing, he roweled it with his spurs. Normally he was
gentle to his mounts, but now hewould not willingly lose so much asaningtant. A solid line acrossthe
outlet to the pass and Harvas army was done for.

The exultation in the thought almost made Krispos drunk. Almost. That army would be done for unless
Harvas magicked it free. Despite Tanilis, despite dl the mages from the Sorcerers Collegium, the
possibility remained red. Any time Krispos was tempted to forget it, he had only to think of Trokoundos
twisted body, now more than amile behind him.

He saw the mouth of the pass ahead. Get his men acrossit and— "Reinin!™ he shouted, and followed
that with avolley of curses. Harvas Halogal were dready streaming north out of the trap. Some carried
axes at the ready, others bore them over their shoulders. The long files of fighting men were ready for
action, unlike the now-shattered band that had been on the way to deal with Krispos column.

"Too many for usto head,” Sarkis said, gauging the enemy's numbers with a practiced eye.

"| fear you're right, worse luck for us," Krispos answered. "He's pulled them out just in time. Maybe he
could tell when hiswall went down, or some such. Even if we can't keep him there, though, let's see how
much we can hurt his soldiers. They're giving usther flank for atarget.”

Sarkis nodded and brought up his hand in salute. "Mammianos said you were learning the trade of war. |
see hesright.” The scout commander raised hisvoice. "Archerd™

Shouting enthusiagtically, the bowmen began to ply their trade. Shooting from horseback did not make
for accurate archery, but with amassed target like the one they had, they did not need to be accurate.
Haloga screamed; Haogal sumbled; Haogal fell.

Some of the northerners awkwardly shifted their shieldsto their right sidesto help ward themsdlves from
the arrows that rained down on them. Others, singly and then by troops and companies, rushed toward
their tormentors. The archers could not come close to shooting al of them before they closed the gap and
began to swing axe and sword. Imperia lancers spurred forward to protect the bowmen. Half adozen
melees developed dl aong theimperia line. As more and more Halogal poured out of the pass, Krispos
men found themsalves outnumbered.



"Pull back!" he shouted. "We didn't come here to take on Harvas whole bloody army by ourselves. He's
out of the pass, and that'swhat counts. Do you think he can hold all the rest of our own troops out of
Kubrat with just arearguard? Not likely!"

Anarmy of Halogai would either haveignored Krispos order or taken it asasigna to panic. They fought
asmuch for thejoy of fighting asto gain advantage. The Videssians were less ferocious and more
flexible. They drew back, stinging Harvas footsoldiers with more arrows as they did so. The lancers
nipped in to cut off and destroy bands of Halogai who pursued with too much spirit. Again and again the
Haogai paid in blood to learn that lesson.

"I don't think Harvasisleaving much of arearguard in there," Sarkis said late that afternoon. By then the
running fight had moved close to ten milesinto Kubrat; Krispos was hard-pressed to stretch the limited
manpower of his column to cover dl of Harvas army.

Like wildfire, acheer ran up the Videssian line from the south. At last it—and the news that caused
it—reached Krigpos, who was near the northern end of hisforce asit skirmished with Harvas scouts and
vanguard. "Our own men are coming up out of the passl” someone bawled in his ear.

"That'sgood," Krigpos said automatically. Then the full meaning of what hed heard sank in. Helet loose
with ayell that made his horse Sidestep and switch its earsin reproach. "We have him!™

But as Harvas had shown south of Imbros, he was generd aswell aswizard. Rearguards had to be
beaten down; sorcerous screens had to be cautioudy probed and even more cautioudy eliminated. By
the time night fell, he had succeeded in breaking off contact between hisarmy and most of hisVidessan
pursuers, though the flying column gtill hung just off hisright flank.

Krispos made hisway back to where the main imperia army was setting up camp. He smiled to find his
own tent erect and waiting for him. He invited Mammianos over. When thefat generd arrived, he
clapped him on the back. ™Y ou couldn't have done a better job of timing your attack on Harvas
barricade,” he said.

"| thank you kindly, your Mgesty." But Mammianos did not sound as proud as he might have. Infact, he
shuffled from foot to foot like an embarrassed schoolboy. "It, uh, wasn't exactly my ides, though.”

"Oh?" Krigpos raised an eyebrow. "What then?'

"Might aswell hear it from meinstead of somebody else, | suppose,” Mammianos said. He shifted his
weight again before he went on. " That Zadas—you know, the young wizard—he came up and told me
he didn't think things were going any too well for you thismorning.”

"Hewasright," Krigpos said, remembering the sound Trokoundos spine had made as it snapped and his
own fear when the wizard died. Trokoundos had a wife—a widow, now—in Videssos the city. Krigpos
reminded himself to provide for her, not that gold could make up for the loss of her man.

"| figured he might be, seeing as he was the one who sniffed out Harvas army down south of Imbros;”
Mammianos said. "So | asked himif we could help you by having ago at the barricade, and he said yes.
So we had ago, and maybe Harvas was distracted on account of trying to deal with your lot, because
we broke through. Therest | guessyou know."

"I'm just glad you listened to Zaidas," Krispos said.

Mammianos rumbled laughter. "Now that you mention it, your Mgesty, soam|."



Xl

Krisgpos and Tanilisrode side by side. They'd ridden side by side ever since the imperia army entered
Kubrat. By now, more than aweek later and half the way to the Astris River, no one even gavethem a
sidelong glance. No one had ever had the temerity to say anything to Krispos about it.

Perhaps someone might have, had Tanilis not proven her worth so solidly. The mages from the Sorcerers
Collegium—all, Krispos noted, save Zaidas—had muttered when sheincluded herself in their [abors
againg Harvas, but the mutters died away soon enough. Insde of aday she became as much their
spearhead as Trokoundos had ever been. Again and again Harvas sorcerous assaultsfailed. Again and
again hisarmy, outflanked by the more mobile Videssians, had to retrest.

"I think he'sfalling back on Pliskavos,” Krispos said. "In dl of Kubrat, it'sthe only place where he could
hope to stand siege.” The prospect of Harvas under sege still worried him. A sege would give the evil
wizard the leisure he needed to exercise hisingenuity to the fullest. Krispos grimaced at the prospect of
facing whatever that exercised ingenuity came up with.

Tanilis gaze became dightly unfocused. "Yes," she said, afew secondstoo late for aproper reply. "Heis
falling back on Pliskavos." She sounded as certain asif sheld said the sun would rise the next morning. A
moment later she came back to herself, asmall frown on her face. "I have aheadache,” she remarked.
Krispos passed her his canteen. "Heres somewine," he said. As she drank, he ran his hands over his
arms, trying to smooth down the gooseflesh that had prickled up at her foretelling. Hed seen the mantic
fit take her far more strongly than that, not least on the day when he'd first met her, the day she'd terrified
him by cdlinghim Majesty.

Then held wondered if she saw true. Now he knew she did. Knowing that, he thought to take advantage
of her gift. He called for acourier. "Get Sarkis over here," he said. The courier saluted and rode away.

He soon returned with the scout commander. "What can | do for you, your Mgjesty?' Sarkis asked.

"Timeto send out another column,” Krispos said, and watched Sarkis grin. "Harvasis on hisway back to
Pliskavos." Sarkis caught his certainty and glanced over to Tanilis. Krigpos nodded. He went on, "'If we
can put afew thousand men into the place before he gets there, say, or burn down agood part of it-"

Sarkis grin got wider. "Aye, your Mgesty, we can try that. We can swing wide and get around behind
his men, the good god willing. Horses go faster than shank's mare. It should work. I'll get right on it.”

"Good." Krigpos grinned, too, savagely. Let Harvas find out for a change what being hunted was like,
fed what it meant to move to someone esgswill, to movein fear lest thetiniest error bring the fabric of
al hisdesignsdown in ruin. Hed inflicted misery on Videssos for too long—jperhaps for the whole span
of hisunnaturd life. Only fitting and proper to mete misery out to him &t last.

The column clattered away from the main Videssan army late that afternoon, heading off to the west to
circleround Harvas Haogai. The troopers who stayed on the primary line of march whooped astheir
comrades departed. One outflanking move had forced Harvas out of his strong position in the pass.
Another might ruin him atogether. The soldierswere cheerful asthey encamped for the night.

Aswas his habit, Krigpos picked aline at random and patiently advanced toward the cookpot at the end
of it. Anthimas, with hislove of rare delicacies, would have turned up histoes at army fare. Used to
worse for much of hislife, Krispos minded it not at all. Peas, beans, onions, and cheese made asavory
stew, enlivened, asit had seldom been in his peasant days, with smal chunks of salty sausage and besf.



He dapped his stomach and raised a belch. The men around him laughed. They knew they ate better
because he shared their food.

After he had eaten, Krispos walked aong the lines of tethered horses, stopping to chat now and then
with atrooper grooming his mount or prying a pebble out from under a horseshoe. His years asagroom
after he cameto Videssos the city made him easy with horsy talk, though he was not one of thefairly
common breed who cared for nothing e se by day or night. For the most part, the men treated their
animalswdl; their lives might depend on keeping the beastsin good condition.

The short, full darkness of summer night had falen by the time Krigpos made hisway back to hisown
tent, which stood, as dways, in the center of the camp. The Haoga guardsmen in front of it cameto
attention as he gpproached. "Asyou were," he said, and ducked through the flap. Unlike the heavy
canvas under which most of the troopers sweltered, his summer tent was of silk. He got whatever breeze
there was. Tonight there was no breeze.

He was not ready to deep yet, not quite. He sat down in afolding chair of wood and wicker, set hischin
in his hand, and thought about what the coming days would bring. He no longer believed Harvas would
be able to enspell hisarmy this sde of Pliskavos. Hed had to summon most of the sorceroustalent in the
Empire to match the undying renegade, but he'd done it. He thought Harvas was beginning to understand
that, too. If hismagic would not serve him, that |eft his soldiers. Some time soon he might try battle. If he
found a piece of ground that suited him—

Outsde the tent, the sentries shifted their weight. Their boots scuffed the dirt; their mail shirts rang softly.
The small sounds so close by made Krispos glance up toward the entrance. His right hand stole toward
the hilt of his saber. Then one of the sentries said, "How do we serve you, my lady?'

Inal the sprawling imperial camp, therewasonly one"my lady.” Tanilissaid, "1 would spesk with his
Magesy, if hewill sseme.”

One of the guardsmen stuck his head into the tent. Before he could speak Krispos said, "Of course | will
seethelady." Hefdt his heartbeat shift from walk to trot. However they rode during the day, Tanilis had
not cometo histent at night before.

The guard held the flap wide for her. Silk rustled asit fell after she camein. Krispos got to hisfest, taking
astep toward a second chair so he could unfold it for her. Before he reached it, Tanilis went smoothly to
her knees and then to her belly. Her forehead touched the ground in the most graceful act of proskynesis
he had ever seen.

Hefdt hisface grow hot. "Get up," he said, his voice so soft the guards could not listen but rough with
emotions he was il sorting through. "It's not right—not fitting—for you to prostrate yourself before me.”

"And wherefore not, your Mgesty?' she asked as she rose with the same liquid elegance she had used in
the proskynesis. "Y ou are my Avtokrator; should | not grant you the full honor your station deserves?

He opened the other chair. She sat init. He went back to the one in which he had been sitting. His
thoughts refused to muster themselvesinto any kind of order. At last he said, "It's not the same. Y ou
knew me before | was Emperor. By the lord with the great and good mind, my lady, you knew me
before | was much of anything.”

"I gaveyou leave long ago, asafriend, to cal me by my name. | could scarcely deny my Emperor the
same privilege." A tiny smiletugged up the corners of Tanilis mouth. "And you seem to have become
quite alot of something, if | may take afriend's privilege and point it out."



"Thank you." Krigpos spoke carefully, to ensure that he did not ssammer. Being with Tanilistook him
back to the days when he had been more nearly boy than man. He did not want to show that, not to her
of al people. Now he made himsdlf think clearly and said, "And thank you also for making sure |eft
Opsikion— and you—that spring, whether | wanted to or not.”

Sheinclined her head to him. "Now you have come into aman'swisdom, to seewhy | did as| did. |
could tell that Opsikion wastoo small for you—and |, at thetime | was rather too large. Y ou were not
yet what you would become.”

Her words so pardleed his own thoughts that he nodded in turn. As he did, he gazed at her. She had
held her beauty well enough to remain more than striking even in harshest daylight. Lamps were kinder;
now she seemed hardly to have aged aday. Seeing her, hearing her, also reminded him of how they had
spent agood part of their time together. HEd gone on campaign before without serioudy wanting to bring
awoman into histent to keep his cot warm. Part of that, he admitted to himsalf with awry grin, was
nervousness about Dara. But another part, abigger part, came from fondness for hiswife. Now he found
he wanted Tanilis. None of what he felt for Dara had gone away. It just did not seem relevant anymore.
He'd known Tanilis, known her body, long before held ever imagined he would meet Dara. Wanting to
take her to bed again did not fed like being unfaithful; it felt much more like picking up an old friendship.

He did not stop to wonder what histaking Tanilisto bed would fed liketo Dara. He got up, stretched,
and walked over to the map table in one corner of the tent. Videssos had not ruled in Kubrat for three
hundred years, theimperid archives nevertheless held detailed if archaic maps of theland, stored against
the day when it might become a province of the Empire once more.

But he only glanced a the ragged parchment with itsink going brown and pae from age. He stretched
again, then walked about asif at random. It was no accident, though, that he ended up behind Tanilis
chair. Herested ahand on her shoulder.

She twisted her head up and back to look at him. Her small smile grew. She made a pleased noise,
amost apurr, deep in her throat. Her hand covered his. Her skin was smooth, her flesh soft. A ruby ring
on her index finger caught the dim lamplight and glowed like warm blood.

Krigpos bent down and lightly kissed her. "Like old times," he said.

"Aye, likeold times." Her pleased purr got louder. Her eyeswere dmost al pupil. Then, suddenly, those
huge eyes seemed to be looking past Krispos, or through him. "For alittlewhile," shesaidinavoice
atogether different from the one she'd used amoment before. That distant expression faded before
Krispos was quite sure he'd seen it. Her voice returned to normd, too, or better than normal. "Kissme
again," shetold him.

Hedid, gladly. When the kiss ended, she got to her feet. Afterward he was never sure which of them
took thefirst step toward the cot. She pulled her robe over her head, did out of her drawers, and lay
down to wait while he undressed. She did not wait long. Do you want to blow out the lamps?’ she
whispered.

"No," he answered as softly. "For one thing, it would tell the guardsmen just what were doing. For
another, you're beautiful and | want to see you." Even more than her face, her body had retained its
youthful tautness.

Her eyeslit. "No wonder | recall you so happily.” She held up her armsto him. He got down beside her.

The cot was narrow for two; the cat, in truth, was narrow for one. They managed al the same. Tanilis
was as Krispos remembered her, or even more so, an al but overwhelming blend of passion and



technique. Soon his own excitement drove memory away, leaving only the moment.

Even after they were spent, they lay entangled—otherwise one of them would have fallen off the cot.
Tanilis hand stole down his Side and stroked him with practiced art. " Another round?" she murmured, her
breath warmin his ear.

"Inabit, maybe," he answered after taking stock of himsdlf. "I'm older than | waswhen | visited
Opsikion, you know. | wasn't spending long days in the saddle then, either.” One of his eyebrows
quirked upward againgt the velvety skin of her throat. "At least, not on horseback.”

She bit him in the shoulder, hard enough to hurt. He started to yelp, but checked himsdlf intime. The
amall pain seemed to spur him, though; sooner than he had expected, he found himself rising to the
occasion once more. Tanilislet out avoiceess Sigh asthey began again.

From outside the tent one of the guardsmen called, "Mgesty, acourier ishere with adigpatch from the
aty."

Krigposdid hisbest not to hear the Haloga. "Don't befoolish,” Tanilis said; she retained as much
self-control as Krigpos remembered. She made a smal pushing motion againgt his chest. "Go on; see
what newstherider brings. I'll be here when you get back."

Knowing shewasright helped only so much. More than alittle grumpily, he separated from her, climbed
off the cot, dressed, and went out into the night. "Here you are, your Mgesty," the courier said, handing
him aseded roll of parchment. After asdute, thefellow twitched his mount's reins and headed out
toward the long lines of tethered horses.

Krigpos ducked back into the tent. As he did so, his cheeks started to flame. The Halogai had never
been shy about sticking their headsinside when they needed him to come out. If they caled now, it had
to be because they knew what he was doing in there. "Oh, to theice with it," he muttered. The longer he
ruled, the more resigned he became to having no privecy.

The gght of Taniliswaiting for him drove such minor annoyances clean out of hismind. He yanked off his
robe and let it fell to the ground. Tanilisfrowned. "The dispatch—"

"Whatever it is, it will keep long enough.”
She lowered her eyesin acquiescence. "Then hurry here, your Magesty." Krispos hurried.

Afterward, languid, he wanted to forget about the roll of parchment, but he knew Taniliswould think less
of him for that—and he would think less of himsalf when morning came. He got into hisrobe again and
broke the sedl on the message. Tanilis projected an air of silent approva as she, dso, put her clothes
back on.

Hisimpatient thoughtsfull of her, he hadn't bothered to hold the dispatch up to alamp to find out who'd
sent it. Now, as he read the note inside, he learned: "The Empress Darato her husband Krigpos,
Avtokrator of the Videssians. Greetings. Y esterday | gave birth to our second son, as Mavros mother
Tanilisforetold. Aswe agreed, 1've named him Evripos. Heislarge and seems hedthy, and squallsat all
hours of the day and night. The birth was hard, but al births are hard. The midwife acts pleased with him
and me both. The good god grant that you are soon herein the city once more to see him and me."

Krispos had felt no guilt before. Now it al crashed down on him at once. When he said nothing for some
time, Tanilisasked, "Isthe news so very bad, then?' Wordlessy he passed the | etter to her. Sheread
quickly and without moving her lips, something Krispos il found far from easy. "Oh," wasdl she said



when she was done.
"Yes," Krigpos said: only two words between them, but words charged with a great weight of meaning.

"Shall I come hereto your tent no more then, your Mgesty?' Tanilis asked, her voice al a once cool
andformd.

"That might be best," Krigpos answered miserably.

"Asyou wish, your Mgesty. Do recall, though, that you knew of the Empress—your wife's—condition
before this digpatch arrived. | grant that knowing and being reminded are not the same, but you had the
knowledge. And now, by your leave—" She tossed Daras letter onto the cot, strode briskly to the tent
flap, ducked through it, and walked away.

Krigpos stared after her. Minutes before they had been gasping in each other's arms. He picked up the
letter to read it again. He had another son, and Darawas well. Good news, every bit of it. Even so, he
crumpled the parchment into aball and flung it to the ground.

Scouts pushed ahead before dawn the next morning, probing to make sure no ambushes lay ahead of the
imperiad army. The main force soon followed, along column with its supply wagons, protected by a
gzable knot of mounted men, rattling dong inthemiddle.

The unwiddy arrangement never failed to make Krispos nervous. "If Harvas had even afew Kubréti
horse-archers on his side, he could give us no end of grief," he remarked to Bagradas, who led the force
guarding the baggage train. Concentrating on the army's affairs helped Krigpos keep hismind off hisown,
and off thefact that today Tanilis had chosen not to ride beside him, but rather with the rest of the
magicians.

Bagradas did not notice that—or if he did, had sense enough not to let on. He said, "Whatever Kubratoi
il havefight in them want to comein on our Side, your Mg esty, not against us. We picked up another
few dozen yesterday. Of course, when it comesto red fighting, they may do usaslittle good asthat
group that stayed with you out of the passdl the way up until thingslooked dangerous and then took
off." The regimental commander lifted acynica eyebrow.

"Aslong asthey aren't raiding us, they can do asthey please," Krigpos said. "We brought along enough
of our own folk to do our fighting for us." Helifted ahand from Progress neck to pluck at hisbeard. "I
wonder how that column | sent out isfaring.”

"My guesswould bethat they are till out swinging wide, your Mgesty," Bagradas said. "'If they turn
north too close to us, Harvas might be able to position men in front of them.”

"They were warned about that," Krispos said. One more thing to worry about—

He urged Progress ahead toward the group of sorcerers. They were, he saw without surprise, gathered
around Tanilis. Zaidas, who had been animatedly chattering with her, looked over with dmost comic
sartlement as Krigpos rode up beside him.

"A good thing I'm not Harvas," Krispos remarked dryly. He bowed in the saddleto Tanilis. "My lady,
may | spesk with you?"

"Of course, your Mgesty. Y ou know you have only to command.” She spoke without apparent irony
and flicked thereinsto get her horse into atrot and away from the wizards. Krispos did the same. Zaidas



and the other wizards stared after them in disappointment. When enough clear space had opened up to
give them some privacy, Tanilisinclined her head to Krigpos. "Y our Mg esty?'

"I just wanted to say | fed bad about the way things ended between uslast night.”

"Y ou needn't trouble yourself about it," shereplied. "After dl, you are the Avtokrator of the Videssans.
Y ou may do just asyou wish."

"Anthimos did just ashewished,” Krispos said angrily. "L ook what it got him. | want to try to do what's
right, so far as| can seewhat that is."

"Y ou've chosen a harder road than he did." After asmal pause, Taniliswent on in adispass onate tone of
voice, "Few would say that bedding awoman not your wifefalsinto that category.”

"I know, I know, I know." He made afist and dammed it down on histhigh just below the bottom edge
of hiscoat of mail. "I don't make ahabit of it, you know."

"I would have guessed that, yes." Now she sounded amused, perhaps not in an dtogether pleasant way.

"Itisn't funny, curseit." Doggedly, clumsly, he went ahead: "1'd known you—Iloved you for awhile,
though | know you didn't love me—for such along time, and now 1'd seen you again, when | never
expected to, well, | never worried about what | was doing till I'd doneit. Then that note came, and | got
brought up short—"

"Aye, you did." Tanilisstudied him. "I might have guessed your marriage was one of convenience only,
but two sons born close together argues against that, the more so as you've spent agood part of your
reigninthefidd.”

"Oh, there's something of conveniencein it, for me and for her both,” Krispos admitted, "but there turns
out to be moreto it than that, too." He laughed without mirth. "Y ou noticed that, didn't you? But dl the
same, when we'd made love and the courier brought the letter, | had no business treating you the way |
did. That's not right, either, and I'm sorry for it."

Tanilisrode onfor alittlewhilein slence. Then sheremarked, "1 think riding into battle might be easier
for you than saying what you just said.” .

Krispos shrugged. "Onething I'm sure of isthat putting acrown on my head doesn't make meright al the
time. The lord with the great and good mind knows | didn't learn much from Anthimos about how to rule,
but | learned that. And if | waswrong, what's the point in being ashamed to say s0?"

"Wherever you learned to rule, Krigpos—" He warmed to hear her use his name again, rather than his
title, "—you appear to have learned agood ded. Shall we return to being friends, then?”

"Yes," heanswered with rdlief. "How could | be your enemy?'

Mischief sparkled in Tanilis eyes. "Suppose | cameto your tent again tonight. Would you take up saber
and shidd to drive me awvay?"

In spite of Al hisgood intentions, his manhood stirred at the thought of her coming to histent again. He
ignored it. I'mtoo old to let my prick do my thinking for me, hetold himsdf firmly. A moment later he
added, | hope. Aloud, he said, "If you're trying to tempt me, you're doing agood job." He managed a
amile

"I would not seek to tempt you into something you find improper,” Tanilisanswered serioudy. "If that is



how itis, letit be so. | said back in Opsikion, all those years ago, that we would not suit each other over
thelong haul. It dtill seemstrue.”

"Yes" Krigpos said again, with no small regret. He ill wondered if he and Dara suited each other over
the long haul. Ever since he became Emperor, held been away on campaign so much that they'd had
scant chance to find out. He went on, "1'm glad we can be friends."

"Soam|." Tanilislooked around at the Kubrati countryside through which they wereriding. Her voice
sank to awhisper. "Being friendlessin such aland would be adreadful fate."

"It'snot that bad,” Krispos said, remembering his childhood years north of the mountains. "It'sjust
different from Videssos." The sky wasa pder, damper blue than insde the Empire. Theland wasa
different shade of green, too, degper and more like moss; the gray-green olive treesthat gave Videssos
50 much of itsdistinctive tint would not grow here. The winters, Krigpos knew, had aferocity worse than
any Videssos suffered.

But perhaps Tanilis was not seeing the materia landscape that was dl Krispos could perceive. "Thisland
hatesme," she said, shivering though the day was warm. Her sepul chra tone made Krispos want to
shiver, too. Then Tanilis brightened, or rather grew intent on her prey. "If we can pull Harvasdown, let it
hate me asmuch asit will."

With that Krispos could not argue. He gazed out at Kubrat again. Far off in the northwest, he spied a
risng smudge of dirty gray smoke against the horizon. He pointed to it. "Maybe that's the work of the
column | sent out," he said hopefully.

Tanilis gaze swung that way. "Aye, it isyour column,” she said, but she did not sound hopeful . Krispos
tried to make himsdlf believe she was Hill fretting over the way the land affected her.

But the next morning, as the main body of the army was getting ready to break camp, riders began
graggling in from the west. Krigpos did not want to talk with the first few of them; ashe'd learned, men
who got away first often had no ideawhat had really gone wrong—if anything had.

Sarkis camein about midmorning. A fresh cut seamed one cheek; hisright forearm was bandaged. "I'm
sorry, Mgesty," he said. "1 was the one who made the mistake.”

"You own up toit, anyhow," Krispos said. "Tell me what happened.”

"We came across avillage—atown, amost—that isn't on our old maps,” the scout commander
answered. "'I'm not surprised—it looked asif the Halogal were il building it: longhouses are their style,
anyhow. Not alot of men wereinit, but those who were came boiling out, and their women with them,
armed and fighting asfierce asthey were."

Sarkis picked at aflake of dried blood on hisface. "Majesty, beating them wasn't the problem. We had
plenty of men for that. But | knew our true goa was Pliskavos and | wanted to get there as quick as|
could. So ingtead of doing much more than skirmishing and setting the village ablaze—"

"We saw the smoke," Krispos brokein.

"| shouldn't wonder. Anyhow, | didn't want to lose time by riding around the place, either. So | swung us
inon thissdeingtead, and we rode straight north—right into a detachment from Harvas army. They had
more troopers than we did and they best us, curse 'em.”

"Oh, aplague,” Krispos said, as much to himsdlf asto Sarkis. He thought for afew seconds. "Any sign of
meagicinthefight?'



"Not abit of it,” Sarkisanswered at once. "The northerners|ooked to be heading west themselves, to try
to cut us off from riding around their army. Thanksto that miserable, stinking flea-farm of avillage, they
got the chance and they took it. Let me have another go at them, your Mgesty, or some new man if
you've logt faith in me. The plan was good, and we still have enough room to maneuver to makeit work."

Krigpos thought some more and shook his head. "No. A trick may work once againgt Harvasif it catches
him by surprise. | can't imagine him letting ustry one twice. Something ghastly would be waiting for us; |
fed itinmy bones”

"Yourelikdy right." Sarkis hung hishead. "Do what you will with mefor having foiled you."

"Nothing to be done about it now," Krigpos answered. "Y ou tried to pick the fastest way to carry out my
orders, and it happened not to work. May you be luckier next time."

"May the good god grant it be s0!" Sarkis said fervently. "I'll make you glad you've trusted me—I
promisel will."

"Good," Krigpos said. Sarkis saluted and rode away to see the men who were till coming in from the
column. Krispos sighed as he watched him go. It would have to be the hard way, then, with the butcher's
bill that accompanied the hard way.

Hed aready thought about putting peasants back into the border regions south of the mountains. He
would dso haveto find soldiersto replace those who fdl in this campaign. Where, he wondered, would
al the men comefrom? Helaughed at himsdlf, though it wasn't redly funny. Back in hisdays on thefarm,
he'd never imagined the Emperor could have any reason to worry, let aone areason so mundane as
finding the people to do what needed doing. He laughed again. Back in his days on the farm, held never
imagined alot of things

Harvas skirmished, screened, avoided pitched battle. He seemed content to let the war turn on what
happened after he got to Pliskavos. That worried Krispos. Even the Kubratoi and the

Videss an-speaking peasants who flocked to his army and acclaimed him as aliberator failed to cheer
him. Kubrat would return to imperia ruleif he beat Harvas, aye. If helogt, the nomads and peasants both
would only suffer morefor acclaming him.

Ashisforce neared Fliskavos, he began sending out striking columns again, not to cut Harvas off from
the capital of Kubrat but rather to ensure that he and his army went nowhere else. One of the columns
sent men gdloping back in high excitement. "The Agtrisl The Adtrigl” they shouted asthey returned to the
main force from the northwest. They were thefirst imperia soldiersto reach theriver in three hundred
years.

Another column cameto the Astris east of Pliskavosaday later. Instead of sending back proud troopers
to boast of what they'd done, they shouted for reinforcements. "A wholeraft of Halogal are crossng the
river on boats," arider gasped as herode in, mixing his metaphors but getting the message across.

Krigpos digpatched reinforcements on the double. He dso sent a company of soldiers from the first
column that had reached the Agtristo ride west along its bank toward the Videssian Sea. "Find Kanaris
and bring him here," he ordered. "Thisiswhy we have ships on the Adtris. Let's see the northerners put
more men across it once he sailsup.”

He saw the Astris himsdlf the next day. The wide gray river flowed past Pliskavos, which lay by its
southern bank. The stream was wide enough to make the steppes and forests on the far bank seem



distant and unredl. Unfortunately quite red, however, were thelittle boats that scurried acrossit. Each

one brought a new band of Haogai to help Harvas hold the land he'd seized. Krispos raged, but could
do little more until the grand drungarios of the fleet arrived. While he waited, the army began to built a
palisade around Pliskavos.

"Something occursto me" Mammianos said that evening. "1 don't know as much as1'd like about fighting
on water or much of anything about magic, but what's to keep Harvas from hurting our dromons when
they do come up the Astris?’

Krispos gnawed on hislower lip. "Wed better talk with the magicians.”

By thetime the talk was done, Krispos found himsalf missing Trokoundos not just because the mage had
been afriend. Trokoundos had been able to make sorcerous matters clear to people who were not
wizards. His colleagues | eft Krigpos feding as confused as he was enlightened. He gathered, though, that
sorcery aimed at targets on running water tended to be weakened or to go astray atogether.

Hedidn't care for the sound of that tended to. "I hope Harvas has read the same magica books you
have" hetold thewizards.

"Your Maesty, | see no sorcerous threat looming over Kanaris fleet,” Zaidas said.

"Nor doI," Tanilisagreed. Zaidas blinked, then beamed. He sent Tanilis aworshipful look. She nodded
to him, arega gesture Krispos knew well. The force of it ssemed to daze Zaidas, who was younger and
more susceptible than Krispos ever had been when he knew her. Krigpos shook his head; noticing how

young other people were was a Sign he wasn't so young himself. But he had as much assurance from his
wizards as he could hope for. That wasworth adight feding of antiquity.

The palisade around Pliskavos grew stronger over the next couple of days. The troopers dug aditch and
used the dirt from it to build arampart behind it. They mounted shields on top of the rampart to make it
even higher. All the same, the gray stonewall of Pliskavos stood taler ill.

TheHaoga salied severa times, seeking to disrupt the men who were busy strengthening the paisade.
They fought with their folk's usual reckless courage and paid heavily for it. Each day, though, dugouts
brought fresh bands of northerners across the Astris and into Pliskavos.

"Halogdand must be grim indeed, if so many of the northerners brave the trip across Pardrayain hopes
of settling here" Krispos observed at an evening mesting with his officers.

"Aye, true enough, for the lands hereabouts are nothing to brag of," Mammianos said. Krigpos did not
entirely trust the fat generd's sense of proportion; the coastal |owlands where Mammianos had been
dationed were the richest farming country in the whole Empire.

Sarkisput in, "1 wonder how many villageslike the one that gave me trouble have been planted on
Kubrati soil. Well haveto finish thejob of uprooting them once we're done here” A gleam cameinto his
dark eyes. "'l wouldn't mind uprooting one or two of those gold-haired northern women mysdlf."

Severd of the men in Krigpos tent nodded. Fair hair was rare—and exoticaly interesting—in Videssos.
"Have acare now, Sarkis," Mammianos rumbled. "From what you've told us, the Haloga wenches fight
back."

Everyonelaughed. ™Y ou should have tried sweet talk, Sarkis," Bagradas said. The laughter got louder.



"I hadn't gone there to woo them then,” Sarkis answered tartly.

"Back to business,” Krigpos said, trying without much success to sound stern. "How soon can we be
ready to sorm Pliskavos?'

His officers exchanged worried looks. " Starving the place into submission would be alot chegper, your
Magesty," Mammianos said. "Harvas can't have suppliesfor al the men he'sjammed in there, no matter
how full hiswarehouses are. Histroopsl| start taking sick before long, too, crowded together the way
they must be.”

"Sowill ours, in spite of everything the hedler-priests can do," Krigpos answered. Mammianos nodded;
camp fevers could cost an army more men than combat. Krispos went on, "Even so, I'd say you were
right most of the time. But not against Harvas Black-Robe. The more time he hasto ready himself in
there, themorel fear him."

Mammianos sighed. "Aye, some truth in what you say. Heisaproper bugger, isn't he?' He glanced
around to the other officers, asif hoping one of them would speak out for delay. No one did.
Mammianos sighed again. "Well, Mg esty, we have ladders and such in the baggage train, and al the
metal parts and cordage for siege engines. WEIl need some timeto knock down trees for their frames
and cut the wood to fit, but as soon asthat's done we can take acrack at it."

"How long?' Krisposinssted.

"A week, maybe aday or two less," Mammianos said, obvioudy reluctant to be pinned down. " Other
thing is, though, that Harvasd have to be blind not to see what we're up to as we prepare. He's alot of
nasty things, but blind isn't any of them.”

"I know," Krigpos said. "Still, he knowswhat were here for anyhow. We didn't fight our way across
Kubrat to offer to harvest histurnips. Let's get those engines started.” Mammianos and the rest of the
officers saluted. With orders given, they would obey.

The next morning, armed parties rode out to chop timber. By midday horses and mules began hauling
back roughly trimmed logs. Under the watchful eyes of the engineers who would assemble and direct the
use of the catapults and rams, soldiers cut the wood to proper lengths. The noise of carpentry filled the
camp.

Mammianos had been right: the Halogai on Pliskavos walls had no doubt wheat the imperias were doing.
They jeered and waved their axes and swordsin defiance. The oneswith afew words of Videssan
yelled out what sort of welcome the attackers were likely to receive. Some of Krispos soldiersyelled
back. Most just kept working.

A tal, thin pillar of smoke rose into the sky from somewhere near the center of Pliskavos. When Zaidas
saw it, heturned pale and drew the sun-circle over hisheart. All the wizardswith the imperid army
redoubled their apotropaic spells.

"What exactly is Harvas up to?" Krigpos asked Zaidas, reasoning he would be most likely to know
because of his sengitive sorcerous vison.

But the young mage only shook his head. "Nothing good," was the sole answer hewould give. "That
smoke—" He shuddered and sketched the sun-sign again. Thistime Krispos did the same.

The wizards concern made Krigpos more and more edgy. Nor was his temper improved when adozen
more dugoutsfull of Halogai landed at Pliskavos quays before the sun reached its zenith. In thelate



afternoon, Videssian watchers on the shore of the Adtris spied another small flotillagetting ready to set
out from the northern bank.

The newswent straight to Krispos. He dammed hisfist down onto his portable desk and scowled at the
messenger. "By the good god, | wish we could do something about these bastards,” he growled. "Every
one of them who getsinto town means another one who'll be ableto kill our men.”

Sdldom inaman'slife are prayers answered promptly; al too sdldom inaman'slife are prayers
answered at dl. But Krisposwas gtill fuming when another messenger burdt into histent, thisonefairly
hopping with excitement. "Magesty,” he cried, "weve spotted Kanaris shipsrowing their way upstream
againg the current!"

"Have you?' Krispos said softly. He rolled up the message he'd been reading. It could wait. "This | want
to seefor mysdlf.” He hurried out of the tent, shouting for Progress. He booted the gelding into agdlop.
In afew minutes, the horse stood blowing by the riverbank.

Krispos peered west, using ahand to shidd his eyes from the sun. Sure enough, up the river stormed the
lean shark-shapes of theimperial dromons. Their twin banks of oarsrose and fell in swift unison. Spray
flew from the polished bronze rams the ships bore at their bows. Sailors and marines hurried about on the
decks, readying the dromonsfor combat.

The Haoga had paddled their dugout canoes scarcely a quarter of the way acrossthe Adtris. They might
have turned around and got back safe to the northern shore, but they did not even try: retreat was aword
few northerners knew. They only bent their backs and paddled harder. A few of the dugouts sported
small masts. Sails sprouted from those now.

For amoment Krispos thought the Halogai might win their race into Pliskavos, but the Videssian
warships caught them a couple of hundred yards from the quays. Darts flew from the catapults at the
dromons bows. So did covered clay pots, which trailed smoke as they arced through the air. One burst
in the middle of adugout. In an instant the canoe was ablaze from one end to the other. So were the men
ingde. Thinned by long travel over water, their screams cameto Krigpos ears. The Haoga who could
plunged into the Atris. Their mail shirts dragged them to the bottom, an easier end than onefilled with
flame.

A dromon's ram broke adugout in half. More Halogai, these unburned, thrashed in the water, but not for
long. Videssian marines shot those who did not sink a once from the weight of their armor.

Another canoe broke free from the midriver melee and sprinted for the protection of Pliskavos docks.
Haogai on the walls of the town cheered their countrymen on. But adromon quickly closed on the
canoe. Instead of ramming, the captain chose adifferent form of fire. A sailor amed awooden tube
faced insde with bronze at the fleeing dugout. Two more men worked ahand pump similar to the ones
thefire brigades used in Videssos the city. But they did not pump water—out spurted the same
incendiary brew that had incinerated the first Haloga canoe. This one suffered alike fate, for the sheet of
firetha covered it was nearly aslong asit was. The northerners writhed and wilted in the fire like moths
inatorchflame.

Krispos head swiveled back and forth as he looked around for more dugout canoes. He saw none. In
the space of a couple of minutes, the imperial dromons had swept the river clear. Only acouple of
chunks of flaming debristhat drifted downstream and were gone said any folk but the Videssans had
ever been on the Adtris.

The soldiers by the water who had watched the fight yelled themsalves hoarse as the dromons camein to
beach themselves on the riverbank. Insde Pliskavos, the Halogai were as silent asif the town were



uninhabited.

The grand drungarios barred pennant snapped at the stern of agalley not far from Krispos. He rode
Progress over to the dromon and got there just as Kanaris was coming down the gangplank to the
ground. "Well donel" Krispos called.

Kanariswaved to him, then saluted more formally. "Well done yoursdlf, Maesty,” he answered, his
deep, gruff voice pitched to carry over wind and wave. " Sorry we were west of here, but who thought
you'd push al the way to Pliskavos? Well done indeed.”

Praise from alongtime warrior aways made Krispos proud, for he knew what an amateur he wasin
matters military. He caled for amessenger. When one came up, he told the fellow, " Fetch some of the
wizards here. Thefleet will need them.”

Asthe messenger rode away, Kanaris said, "We have our own wizards aboard, Mg esty."

"No doubt,” Krisposaid. "But I've brought the finest mages from the Sorcerers Collegium up with the
army. Harvas Black-Robe is no ordinary enemy, and you've given him specia reason to hate you and
your shipsright now."

"Haveit your way, then, Mgesty," the grand drungarios said. "By thelook of things, you've been right so
fa."

"Aye, sofar." Krigoos sketched the sun-sign to turn aside any evil omen. He aso reminded himsdlf never
to take anything for granted against afoe like Harvas.

Krigposraised his cup. "To tomorrow," he said. "To tomorrow," the officersin the imperia tent echoed.
They, too, held their wine cups high, then emptied them and filed out. Twilight till tinged the western sky,
but they al had many thingsto see to before they sought their bedrolls. Tomorrow theimperia army
would attack Pliskavos.

Krigpos paced back and forth, trying again to find holesin the plan he and his generals had hammered
out. For al their planning, there would be holes and the attack would reved them. War, he had learned,
waslikethat. If he could find one or two of them before the trumpets blew, he would save lives.

But he could not. He kept pacing for awhile anyhow, to work off nervous energy. Then he blew out dl
the lamps save one, undressed, and lay down on his cot. Sleep would be dow coming. Best to start
seeking it early.

He waswarm and relaxed and just drifting off when Geirrod poked his head into the tent. "Magesty, the
lady Taniliswould seeyou,” theimperia guardsman said. "Must seeyou,” Tanilis corrected from outside.
"Wait aminute," he saild muzzily. Cursng under hisbresth at having rest jerked out from under him, he
pulled arobe on over his head and relit a couple of the lamps he'd put out not long before. As he went
about that homely labor, his bad temper eased and his wits began to clear. He nodded to Geirrod. "L et
her comein.”

"Aye, Mgesty." The Haogamanaged to bow and hold the tent flap open at the sametime. "Go in, my
lady," he said, hisvoice as respectful asif Taniliswere of imperia rank.

Any thought that she was seeking to seduce him for her own advantage di sappeared when Krispos got a
good look at her face. For thefirst time he saw her haggard, her hair awry, her eyes hollow and
dark-circled, lines harshly carved on her forehead and at the corners of her mouth. "By the good god!™



he exclamed. "What'swrong?"

Without asking leave—again most unlike her—Tanilis sank into afolding chair. The motion held none of
her usud grace, only exhaugtion. "Y ou will assail Harvasin hislar tomorrow," she sad.

It wasflat statement, not question. She had not been at the officers conclave, but the signs of abuilding
attack were hard to hide. Krispos nodded. "Aye, we will. What of it?"

"You must not." Again Tanilis voice held no room for doubt; only Pyrrhos, perhaps, pronouncing on
some point of dogma, could have sounded as certain. "If you do, much the greater part of the army will
surely be destroyed.”

"Y ouve—seen—this?' Even asthe words passed hislips, Krigpos knew how foolish they were. Tanilis
would not trouble him with ordinary worries.

Shedid not twit him for stupidity, either, as she might have were the matter less urgent and she lessworn.
She smply answered, "I have seen this." She rested for amoment, umped down with her chinin her
hands. Then, drawing on some reserve of resolution, she straightened. "Y es, | have seen. When | wrote
you after Mavroswas dain, | said | know Harvas power was greater than mine, but | hoped to face him
nonetheless. Now | have faced him. His power—" She shivered, though the night was warm and muggy.
When she dumped again, the hedls of her hands covered her eyes.

Krispos went to her and put his hand on her shoulder. Hed done the same just before they made love,
but this touch had nothing of the eratic to it. It was support and care, as he might have given any friend
brought low by killing labor. He said, "What did you do, Tanilis?'

The words dragged from her, one by one. " Since Harvas was wiling to stand siege, | sought to spy, to
seek—aye, to snesk— from his mind how he aimed to answer us when the time came. | did not planto
confront him directly; had | done so, | would now be lying dead in my tent. | came near enough to that as
itwas"

She paused to rest again. Krigpos poured her acup of wine. She seemed alittle restored after she drank
it. Her voice was stronger as she went on, "Even entering the corners of that mind isliketiptoeing through
amaze of death. He has shidds and spike-filled snaresin his head, snares beyond counting. Be thankful
you are mindblind, dear Krispos, that you never need to touch such evil. | made mysdlf very small,
hoping he would not notice me ..." Tearsran down her cheeks. She did not seem to know they were
there. "What did you do?' Krigpos asked again. "l found what | sought. Were Harvas less arrogant, less
sure of himself, he would have caught me no matter what | did. But down deep, he will not believe any
mere morta truly able to chalenge him. And so, beneath his notice, | found what he intended—and |
fled

Of themsdlves, Krispos hands curled into fists. "And what iswaiting for us?' he demanded.

"Fre." Tanilisanswered. "l know not how—nor did | stay to try to learn—but Harvas has made the city
wall of Pliskavosagreat reservoir of flame. At hiswill or sgnd, thewall can beignited. Mogt likely he
would wait until our men are on it everywhere, perhaps beginning to drop down into Pliskavos. Then he
could burn those on the wall and climbing up it, and also trap the intrepid soulswho aimed to take the
fight farther.”

"But he'd burn the defenders on thewall, too," Krisgpos said. "Would he care?' Tanilis asked brutaly.
"No," Krispos admitted, "not if they served his purpose. It would, too—he wouldn't have to have many
Haoga up there, just enough to dow us, to make us think we were overpowering them because of our
might. And then—" He did not want to think about "and then," not so soon after watching what the



dromons invincible fire did to dugout canoes and men.

"Exactly 0," Tanilissaid. ™Y ou see you must delay the attack, then, until our mages devise some suitable
countermeasure to abate the menace of this—"

"Hold on," Krispos said. Tanilistried to continue. He shook his head at her. "Hold on," he repesated,
more sharply thistime. A couple of ideasrattled around in hishead. If he could bring them together ... He
did, with dmost an audible click. His eyeswidened. " Suppose welit thewal firgt," he whispered. "What
then?'

Fatigue fell from Tanilislike adiscarded cloak as she surged to her feet. "Y es, by the lord with the great
and good mind!" She and Krispos hugged, not so much like lovers as like conspirators who redlized
they'd hatched the perfect plot.

Krigpos stuck hishead out of the tent. Geirrod came to smart attention. "Never mind that,” Krispos said.
"Get me Mammianos and then get me Kanaris."

Drawn up in full beattle array, the imperia army ringed the entire landward perimeter of Pliskavos. Horns
and drums and pipes whipped the soldiers toward full martia fury. The men shouted Krigpos name and
bellowed abuse and threats at the Halogai onthewalls.

The Haogal roared back, crying defiance to the sky. "Come on, little men, try usl" one shouted. "We
makeyou littler ill!'" Hethrew hisaxe highin thear and caught it with aflourish.

Siege engines bucked and snapped. Stones and great darts flew toward Pliskavos. Engineers returned
the machines throwing armsto their proper positions, checked ropes, reloaded, then hauled on
windlasses to tighten the cordage to the point where the engines could cast again. Meanwhile archers
skipped forward to add their missilesto those of the catapults.

Not many Haoga were bowmen; the fighting they reveled in was hand to hand. Those who had bows
shot back. A couple of Videssansfel; more northerners tumbled from the wall. The main body of
imperial troops shouted and made asiif to surge toward thewall. The Halogai roared back.

Krigpos watched dl that from the riverbank west of Pliskavos. It was afine warlike display, with banners
flying and polished armor gleaming under the morning sun. He hoped Harvas found it asriveting ashe did
himsdlf. If al the wizard's attention focused there, he would pay no heed to the pair of dromons now
gliding up the Agtristoward histown.

With their twin banks of oars, thirty oarsto a bank, the war galleys reminded Krispos of centipedes
driding over the water. Such smooth motion seemed impossible. Aswith anything ese, it came by dint of
endlesspractice. .

Closer and closer to the quays at the bottom of the wall came the two dromons. Krispos watched the
marines who were busy at their bows. A few Halogal watched, too, watched and jeered. A whole fleet
of dromons might have carried enough warriors to attack Pliskavos from the river. Two were no threst.

Aboard each vessd, an officer raised hishand, thenlet it fall. The marines at the hand pumps swing their
handles up and down, up and down. Twin sheets of flame bel ched from the wood-and-bronze siphon
tubes. The quays caught at once. Black smoke shot skyward. Then the flames splashed againgt the wall.

For most of aminute, as the marines aboard the dromons kept pumping out their incendiary mixture,
Krigpos could not tell whether Tanilis had stolen the truth from Harvas mind, whether his own scheme



could disrupt the wizard's plan. Then the tubs of firemix went dry. Thefiery streams stopped pouring
from the sphons. Thewall ill burned.

Sowly at first, then quicker and quicker, the flames spread. The dromons backed oarsto get away from
aconflagration grester than any they were intended to confront. The Halogai atop the river wall poured
buckets of water down onto thefire. It kept burning, kept spreading. The Halogai poured again, with no
better luck. Krispos saw them stare down, theimages of their bodies wavering through heat-haze. Then
they gave up and ran away.

The flames were dready running asfast asaman could. They burned a brilliant yellow, brighter and
hotter than the orange-red fire that had spawned them. They reached the top of the wall and threw
themsaveshighinto theair, asif in play.

"By the good god," Krigpos whispered. He sketched Phos sun-sign. At the sametime, he narrowed his
eyes againg the growing glare from Pliskavos. Hisface heated, asif he were standing in front of a
fireplace. So he was, but severa hundred yards away.

Halogai ran dl along the wail now, even where the flames had not yet reached. Their terrified shoutsrose
above the crackle and hiss of thefire. Then the flames that had gone one way around Pliskavos met those
that had gone the other, and there was nowhere to run anymore. Harvas city was a perfect ring of fire.

Thewall itsdf burned with a clean, dmost smokelessflame. Before long, though, smoke did start rising
up from insde Pliskavos—and no wonder, Krispos thought. By then he had aready moved back from
thefire twice. Houses and other buildings could not move back. So close to so much heet, they had to
ignite, too.

Kanaris came up to Krigpos. The grand drungarios of the fleet pursed hislipsin asoundlesswhistle ashe
watched Pliskavosburn. "Therésagrim sight,” he said. Asalifdong sailing man, he feared fire worse
than any foe.

Krigpos remembered the fright fire had given him the winter before, when wind whipped Midwinter's
Day blazes out of control. All the same he said, "It'swinning our war for us. Would you sooner have
watched our soldiers burn asthey tried to storm those walls? Harvas intended the flames for us, you
know."

"Oh, aye, he and his deserve them," Kanaris answered a once, "and the ice they'll meet in the world to
come, aswell. But there are easier ways of dying." He pointed toward the base of the wall.

Some Halogal had chosen to legp to their deaths rather than burn. Asistheway of such things, not all
hed killed themsdlves cleanly. They burned anyway, most of them, and had the added torment of
splintered bones and crushed organs to accompany the anguish of thefirethat atetheir flesh. The
strongest and luckiest tried to crawl away from the flames toward the Videssian line. Forgetting for a
moment that they were deadly enemies, imperid troopers darted out to drag two or three of them to
safety. Heder-priests hurried up to do what they could for the Halogai.

The fire burned on and on. Krispos ordered his men out of their battle line. Until the flames subsided,
they screened Pliskavos better than the wall from which they sprang. The soldiers watched the firewith
something approaching awe. They cheered Krispos amodt frantically, whether for having raised thefire
or for having saved them from it he could not tell.

He wondered what Harvas was doing, was thinking, there ingde his burning wall. After three hundred
years of unnaturd life, did the evil wizard have teeth |eft to gnash? Whether or no, his hopes were burning
with thewall. A sudden savage grin twisted Krigpos mouth. Maybe Harvas had even been on the wall



when it went up. That would be justice indeed!

Afternoon came, and evening. Pliskavos kept burning. The sky grew dark; the evening star appeared. It
might still have been noon in the Videssan camp, so brilliant wasthe firdight. Only itsoccasiond flicker
sad that light was born of flamesrather than the sun.

Krigpos made himsalf go into histent. Sooner or later the flames would die. When they did, the army
would need orders.

He wanted to be fresh, to be sure he gave the right ones. But how was he to deep when the glow that
camethrough the silk fabric of histent testified to the fearful marvel outside?

And outside one of the guards said, "Aye, my lady, he'swithin." The Haogalooked into the tent. “The
lady Taniliswould see you, Mgesty. Ah, good, you're up and about.” Krispos hadn't been, but hearing
my lady had bounced him from his cot fester than anything short of asdly out of Pliskavos.

When Taniliscamein, Krispos pointed to the bright light that played on the silk. "That victory isyours,
Tanilis" he said. Then he gave her the salute properly reserved for the Emperor done: "Thou
conquerest!" Hetook her in hisarms and kissed her.

He'd intended nothing more than that, but she returned the kiss with a desperate intensity unlike anything
he'd known from her before. She clung to him so tightly that he could fed her heartbeat through her robe
and his. Shewould not let him go. Beforelong, al his continent intentions, dl his promisesto control
himsalf and hisbody, were svept away in atide of furious excitement that seemed as hot and fiery as
Pliskavos flaming wal. Still clutching each other, he and Tanilistumbled to the cot, careless of whether it
broke benesth them, asit nearly did.

"Quickly, oh, quickly," she urged him, not that he needed much urging. The cool, practiced competence
she usudly brought to bed was gone now, leaving only desire. When she arched her back beneath him
and quivered at thefind instant, she cried out his name again and again. He scarcely heard her. A
moment later, he, too, cried out, wordlessly, as he spent himself.

Theworld gpart from their still-joined bodies returned to him little by little. He leaned up on hiselbows,
or began to, but Tanilis armstightened round hisback. "Don't leave me," she said. "Don't go. Don't ever

go.

Her eyes, scant inchesfrom his own, were huge and staring. He wondered if shewastruly looking at him.
The last time— the only time—he'd seen eyes so wide was when Gnatios met the executioner. He shook
his head; the comparison disturbed him. "What'swrong?' He stroked her cheek.

She did not respond directly. "I wish we could do it again, right now, onelast time," she said.

"Agan?' Krigpos had to laugh. "After that, Tanilis, I'm not sure | could do it again in aweek, let done
right now." Then hefrowned as he listened again in hisown mind to al of what sheld said. "What do you
mean, one last time?"

Now she shoved him away from her. "Too late," she whispered. "Oh, too late for everything."

Once more Krispos hardly heard her. Thistime, though, it was not because of passion but rather pain.
Agony such as he had never known filled every crevice of hisbody. Again he thought of the burning walls
of Pliskavos. Now that fire seemed to blaze within his bones, to be consuming him from the insgde out.
Hetried to scream, but histhroat was on fire, too, and no sound came forth.

A new voice echoed in thetiny corner of hismind not given over to torment: "Little man, thinkest thou to



thwart me? Thinkest thou thy fribbling futile mages suffice to save what | would day? Aye, they cost me
effort, but with effort cometh reward. Learn of my might asthou diest, and despair.”

Tanilismust have heard that cold, hateful voice, too, for she said, "No, Harvas, you may not have him."
Her tone now was as calm and matter-of-fact asif the wizard werein the tent with them.

Krigposfet atiny fragment of his anguish ease as Harvas shifted hisregard to Tanilis. "Be slent, naked
dut, lest | dedl with thee next.”

"Ded with meif you can, Harvas" Tanilis chin went up in defiance. "'l say you may not have this man.
This| haveforeseen.”

"Damnation to thy foreseeing, and to thee." Harvas returned. " Since thou'dst know the wretch's body,
know what it suffereth now, aswell."

Tanilis gasped. With agreat effort of will, Krigposturned his eyestoward her. Shewas biting her lip to
keep from crying out. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth. But she would not yield. "Do your
worst to me," shetold Harvas. "It cannot be atithe of the harm Krispos and | worked against your
wicked schemethisday.”

Harvas screamed then, so loudly that for amoment Krispos wondered why no guardsmen burst in to see
who was daying whom. But the scream sounded only in hismind, and in Tanilis. More torment lifted
from him. Tanilissad, "Here, Harvas. Asyou give, so shdl you get. Let mebeamirror, to reflect your
gifts. Thisiswhét | fed from you now."

Harvas screamed again, but in an dtogether different way. He was used to inflicting pain, not to receiving
it. Krigoos anguish went away. He thought Tanilis had forced the wizard to yield, smply by making him
experience what he was used to handing out. But when Krispos glanced over at her, he saw her fine
features were dill desth-pae and twisted in torment. Her struggle with Harvas was not yet done.

Krigposdrew in along, miraculoudy pain-free breath. He opened his mouth to shout for more wizardsto
cometo Tanilis rescue. No sound emerged. Despite everything Taniliswas doing to him—everything he
was doing to himsdf—Harvas il had the strength to enjoin silence on Krispos. And Tanilis agreed.
"Thisis between the two of us now, Krigpos." She returned her attention to her foe. "Here, Harvas: This
iswhat | felt when | learned you had dain my son. Y ou should know dl your giftsin full."

Harvas howled like awolf with itsleg crushed in the jaws of atrap. But he wastrapper aswell asvictim.
He had endured agreat deal in his sorceroudy prolonged span of days. Though Taniliswounded him as
he had never been wounded before, he did not release her from agony he, too, felt. If he could bear it
longer than she, victory would in the end be his. Krispos caught an echo of what he whispered, longingly,
againand againto Tanilis "Die. Oh, die"

"When | do, may you go withme," sheanswered. "l will riseto Phos light while you spend eternity inthe
ice of your master Skotos.”

"l usher in my master's dominion to theworld. Thy Phos hath failed; only foolsfed it not. And thou hast
not the power to drag meinto death with thee. See now!"

Taniliswhimpered on the cot beside Krigpos. Her hand reached out and clutched hisforearm. Her nails
bit into hisflesh, degp enough to draw blood. Then al a once that desperate grip went dack. Her eyes
rolled up; her chest no longer rose and fell with breath. Krispos knew she was dead.

Whilethe link with Harvas held, he heard in hismind the beginning of afrightened wail. But the link was



abruptly cut, clean asa cord sword-severed. Had Tanilis succeeded in taking the evil wizard down to
death with her? If not, she had to have left him hurt and weakened. But the price sheld paid—

Krispos bent down to brush hislips againgt those that had so recently bruised his. Now they did not
respond. "May you be avenged,” he said softly.

A new and hitter thought crossed his mind: he wondered if sheld foreseen her own doom when she set
out from Opsikion to join the imperia army. Being who and what she was, she must have. Her behavior
argued for it—she'd acted like someone who knew she had very little time. But shed come all the same,
heedless of her safety. Krispos shook his head in wonder and renewed grief.

He heard rapid footsteps outside, footsteps that came to a sudden stop in front of the imperial tent.
"What do you want, wizard?' a Haloga guardsman demanded.

"I must see hisMgesty," Zaidas answered. His young, light voice cracked in the middle of the sentence.
"Y ou mug, eh?' The guardsman did not sound impressed. "What you must do, young Sir, iswait.”
llBut_ll

"Wait," the guard said implacably. He raised hisvoice, pitching it so Krisposwould noticeit insgde the
tent. "Mgesty, awizard out here would have speech with you." The guard did not poke his head right
into the tent now, not after Tanilis had gonein. Y es, he had his own ideas about what was going onin
there. Krigpos wished he wasright.

Wishing did as much good as usud, no more and no less. Krigpos dowly got to hisfeet. "I'll be with you
soon," he called to the guard and Zaidas. He put on hisrobe, then covered Tanilis body with hers. He
sraightened. No help for it now. "Let thewizard comein.”

Zaidas started to fdl to hiskneesto prostrate himsalf before Krispos but broke off theritua gesture
when he saw Tanilislying dead on the cot. Her eyes were still open, staring up at nothing.

"Oh, no," Zaidas whispered. He sketched the sun-sign over hisheart. Then helooked at Tanilisagain,
thistime not in shocked surprise but with the trained eye of amage. He turned to Krispos. "Harvas
work," he said without hegitation or doulbt.

"Yes" Krigpos voice wasflat and empty.

Linesof grief etched Zaidas face; in that moment, Krispos saw what the young man would look like
when hewasfifty. "I sensed the danger,” Zaidas said, "but only the edges of it, and not soon enough, |
see. Would | had been the oneto lay down life for you, Mg esty, not the lady."

"Would that no one ever needed to lay down life for me," Krispos said asflatly as before.

"Oh, aye, your Mgesty, aye," Zaidas sammered. "But the lady Tanilis, she was—she was—something,
someone specid.” He scowled in frudtration at the inadequacy of hiswords. Krigpos remembered how
Zadas had hung on everything Tanilis said when the wizards gathered together, remembered the
worshipful look in the younger man's eye. Hed loved her, or been infatuated with her—at hisage, the
difference was hard to know. Krispos remembered that, too, from Opsikion.

Love or infatuation, Zaidas had spoken only the truth. " Someone specid? She was indeed,” Krispos said.
Harvas had cost him so many who were dear to him: his sister Evdokia, his brother-in-law, his nieces,
Mavros, Trokoundos, now Tanilis. But Tanilis had hit back, hit back harder than Harvas could have
expected. How hard? Now Krispos voice held urgency. "Zaidas, see what you can sense of Harvas for



me"

"Of his plans, do you mean, your Mgesty?" the young mage asked in some aarm. "1 could not probe
deeply without his detecting me; probing at dl isno small risk—"

"Not hisplans" Krispos said quickly. "Just seeif heé'sthere and active insde Pliskavos.”

"Very well, your Mgesty; | can do that safely enough, | think," Zaidas said. "Asyou've seen, even the
subtlest screening techniques leave signs of their presence, the more o if they screen apresence as
powerful asHarvas. Let methink. We bless thee, Phos, lord with the—"

Zaidas voice grew dreamy and far away as he repeated Phos creed to focus his concentration and dide
into atrance, much as a heder-priest might have done. But instead of laying hands on awounded man,
Zaidasturned toward Pliskavos. His eyes were wide and unblinking and seemed sightless, but Krispos
knew they sensed more than any norma man's.

After acouple of minutes of turning ever so dightly thisway and that, asif he were a hunting dog unsure
of ascent, Zaidas dowly came back to himsdlf. He still looked like a puzzled hound, though, ashe said,
"Your Mgesty, | can't find him. | feel he ought to be there, but it'sasif he'snot. It's no screen I've ever

met before. | don't know what it is." He did not enjoy confessing ignorance.

"By thegood god, magica sir, | think | know what itis. It's Tanilis." Krigpostold Zaidas the whole story
of her struggle againgt Harvas Black-Robe.

"| think you're right, your Mgesty," Zaidas said when he was through. The young mage bowed to the cot
onwhich Tanilislay asif shewere aliving queen. "Either she dew Harvas as she hersdlf wasdain, or at
the very least hurt him so badly that historch of power is reduced to a guttering ember too small for me
even to discern.”

"Which meansdl wefacein Pliskavosisan army of ferocious Haogal," Krispos said. He and Zaidas
beamed at each other. Next to the prospect of battling Harvas Black-Robe again, any number of
berserk, fearless axe-swinging northerners seemed a stroll in the meadow by comparison.

X1l

Thewadlsof Fliskavos burned dl through the night. Only when morning came again did the flames begin
to subside. Smoke gtill rose here and there inside the town from the fires the blazing wall had started.

Two heralds, one aVidessian, the other from Krispos force of Haloga guards, approached the wall as
closdy at itsheat would dlow. Intheimperid speech and the tongue of Halogaland, they called on the
northernersinsde Fliskavosto yield, "...the more s0," asthe Videssan-spesker put it, "since the evil
wizard who brought you to this pass can no longer aid you."

Krispos held hisbreath at that, afraid in spite of everything that Harvas had been laying low for reasons

of hisown and would now regppear with redoubled malice and might. But of Harvas there was no sign.

TheHaogai did not yield, either. The heralds called out their message again and again, then withdrew to
the imperid lines. Pliskavos remained slent, smoky, and enigmatic the whole day long.

At the officers meeting just after sunset, Krigpos sad, "If the walls have cooled enough by morning, well
send men up onto them to seewhat's going onin there.”



"Aye" Mammianos said. "It's not like the cursed northernersto keep so quiet so long. They're up to
something welll likely regret—unlessthey've dl been roasted, but that's too much to ask for, worse luck."

Therest of the generdsloudly and profandly agreed with him. Then Bagradas raised hiswine cup and
said, "Let'sdrink to the brave lady Tanilis, who made sure they were the ones who roasted rather than
us, and who made Harvas choke on hisown hile."

"Tanilig" The officers shouted out her name. Krigpos spoke it with the rest of them and drank with them
aswell. The meeting broke up soon afterward. The soldiersfiled out of theimperid tent, leaving him
done.

He sat down on the edge of the cot. He shook his head. The night before, Tanilis and he had shared the
cot firgt in triumph, then in terror. Now she was dead, and Bagradas well-meaning toast did not, could
not, begin to do justice to what she'd accomplished. Zaidas understood far more. Krispos wondered
how much he understood himself.

Too much had happened too fast—his emotions were till severa jumps behind events. Instead of
victoriousor full of grief, he mostly felt battered, asif hed gone through rapids without a boat.

Hedrained his cup, then poured another and drained that. Then he set down the jar of wine. Tanilis
would have wanted him to stop, he thought: hed need a clear head come morning. He undressed and lay
down where he had lain with Tanilis; the scent of her still clung to the blanket. Tearsfilled hiseyes. He
angrily brushed them aside. Tearswere no fit monument for Tanilis. Finishing what sheld made possible
was. Hedid his best to deep.

"Mgesty!" aHaogaguard boomed. "Therés firring insde Fliskavos, Mgesty.”

Krisposwokewith agrunt. A guttering lamp gave thetent al thelight it had; the sun was not yet up. "I'll
be out soon,” he cdled. He got out of bed, used the chamber pot, and put on his gilded coat of mail.

He saw the eastern sky had turned gray. "What's toward?" he asked the guardsman.

"That we don't yet know, Mgesty. But through the grates of the portcullises some scouts have spied the
warriorswithin Pliskavos milling about. Come the dawn, well have a better notion of why."

"True enough,” Krispos said. "We'd best be ready for the worst, though.” Night or day, a detachment of
military musicians remained on duty. Krigposwent over to them. "Cdl the men from their tentsand to
assembly.” Asthe martiad music rang out, he hurried up to the palisade to see what was going on for
himsdf.

Asthe guard had said, no one could tell just what was going on in Pliskavos, but something definitely
was. The wooden gates had been burned to ashes when the wall caught fire, but the portcullises iron
grillssurvived. Through the grillwork Krispos saw shadowy motion. He could not make out more than
that, even astwilight brightened toward dawn.

Behind him, noise quickly built astheimperid army reedied itsdf for whatever might come. Men cdled
back and forth; underofficers shouted; swords and quivers and armor rattled; horses snorted and
complained astrooperstightened girths. Throughit dl, the musicians kept playing. Their music got louder,
too, as more of them came on duty.

The sun rose. Krispos sketched Phos circle over his heart as he murmured the creed. It was also on
other men'slips asthey caught the day'sfirst sght of the chiefest symbol of the good god.



Mammianos came up to Krigpos. He said, "'If they are going to try to bresk out, your Mgesty, do you
want to meet them behind the palisade or before it?"

"If everything goeswell, meeting them behind the palisade would be chegpest,” Krigpos mused. "But
we'd be stretched dl aong the line around Pliskavos, and they might well rush their men at one point and
smash their way through us." He rubbed his chin. "I hateto say it, but | think we have to meet them face
to face. What do you say, Mammianos? | hafway hope you can talk me out of it."

Thefat generd grunted, far from happily. "No, | fear you have theright of it, your Mgesty. | was hoping
you could talk me round to the other way, but you see the same dangers| do." He grunted again. "I'll
pass on the word, then."

"Thank you, eminent Sr."

Themuscians cals changed from Assembly to Battle Stations. Officers ordersamplified themusic.
"No, not behind the rampart, lads. Today were going to let them see what they'll be tangling with if they
have the sonesfor it."

Krispos made his own way back through the crowd to the imperia tent. As held expected, Progresswas
saddled and waiting for him. He checked the straps under the saddle for tightness, then swung his left
foot into the gtirrup. Climbing onto Progress reminded him how Mavros had helped him choose the big
bay gelding, and hel ped haggle the price down, too.

"One more win, foster brother of mine—one more win and you and your mother are both avenged,” he
sad oftly.

He rode out through a gap in the palisade and took his place at the center of theimperia army that was
rapidly forming up in front of Pliskavos. He thought about sending his herads up to the town to call once
more for the Halogai to surrender, but decided not to. Soon enough the northerners would show what
they intended to do.

The thought had hardly crossed his mind when the portcullises began to rise. They did not move
smoothly; one, indeed, warped by the heet of the burning wall, stuck initstrack with its spiked lower
edge about four feet off the ground. That did not keep hundreds of armed Halogai from ducking under it
asthey filed out of Pliskavos. More of the big blond warriors came through other gates.

"They don't look like men about to yidd,” Mammianos said.

"No, they don't," Krigpos agreed glumly. Theleading ranks of Halogai carried big shieldsthat protected
them almost from head to foot. Behind that shield wall—amost apaisade in itsdf—therest of the
northerners began to deploy. Krispos swore. "If we had al our men in place, we could bresk them
before they got set up themselves." He scowled at the Halogai. "By the good god, let's hit them anyway.
With us mounted, we can choose when and where the attack goesin.”

"Aye, Mgesty." Mammianos opened his mouth to shout orders, then stopped, Staring in amazement at
one of the gates where the portcullis had gone dl the way up.

Krigposfollowed his gaze. He started, too. A company of Halogai on horseback was coming out. "
didn't think any of them wereriders,” hesad.

"I didn't, either.” Mammianos made anoise haf cough, haf chuckle. "By the look of them, they aren't too
surethemselves.”

The Haoga were on Kubrati ponies, the only sort of horsesthey could have found inside Pliskavos.



Some of the blond warriors so outmatched their mountsin size that their feet almost brushed the ground.
They brandished swords and axes as they formed aragged line. From his own experiencein the
courtyard of the High Temple, Krigpos knew afootsoldier's axe was no proper weapon for a
cavaryman.

"They do try to learn new things, don't they?' Mammianos said in athoughtful tone. "That makes them
more dangerous, or rather dangerousin adifferent sort of way, than, say, the Makuraners, who do what
they do very well, but dwaysin the same old way."

"If they want to learn, let's see that they pay for their first lesson.” Krisposturned to acourier. "Order
Bagradas to send one of his companies out into the ground between our army and the barbarians. Well
find out what sort of ridersthey are.” The courier grinned nastily as he hurried away.

Bagradas troopers, aband of archers and lancers about equal in numbers to the mounted Halogai, rode
into the no-man's-land. There they stopped and waited. After amoment the Halogai understood the
chalenge. They ydled and spurred their horses toward theimperials.

The Videssians also raised a shout. They urged their horses forward, too. The archers used their kneesto
control their mounts asthey let fly again and again. A couple of Halogai fell from the saddie. More ponies
were wounded and went bounding out of the fight, beyond the ability of their inexperienced ridersto
control.

But the archers could account for only so many of their foes before the two companies came together.
Then it wasthelancers turn. Their long spears gave them far greater reach than the northerners. They
spitted Halogai out of the saddle without getting close enough for their foes to strike back. Theimperids
had aso mastered the art of fighting as a unit rather than man by man. The Halogai fought that way afoot,
but had never practiced it on horseback. As Krigpos had been sure they would, they paid dearly for
ingruction.

Findly, however brave they were, the Halogai could bear no more. They wheeled their horses and fled
for the protection of their comrades on foot. The imperias pursued. The archers accounted for severa
more men before they and their comrades turned about and rode back to their own lines. The Videssians
cheered thunderoudy. The Haogal, with nothing to cheer about, advanced on theimperia army ingrim
Slence.

"They must be getting desperate, to challenge us mounted when they can barely stay on their horses,”
Mammianos observed.

"Our cavary's beaten them again and again, first south of the mountains and now up here," Krispos
answered. "If they are desperate, we've made them that way. And now, remember, they don't have
Harvasto help them any more.” | hope they don't, he added to himself.

"Aye, that's s0." Mammianos cocked his head to one side. "From what | hear, we have the lady Tanilis
and you to thank for it, your Mgesty."

"Givethelady the credit,” Krigpossaid firmly. "If it had just been me, you'd be looking for anew
Emperor right now, or more likely in too much trouble to worry abouit finding one.”

Companies of horse archers cantered forward to pour arrows into the oncoming Halogai. They could not
miss such abunched target, but did less damage than Krispos had hoped. The first ranks of northerners
had those head-to-foot shields; the men behind them raised their round wooden bucklers high to turn
aside the shafts. Some got through, but not enough. Inexorable asthe tide, the Halogai tramped forward.



The Videssan archers withdrew into the protection of their line. The musicians sounded the charge.
Lancers couched spears, dug spursinto horses flanks. Slowly at first, then faster and fester, they
rumbled toward the Halogai.

"Thisisn't going to be pretty,” Mammianos shouted over the thunder of hoofbests.

"Solong asit works," Krispos shouted back. The two lines collided then. Videssian horsemen spitted
northerners, using their mounts to bowl over and ride down others. Unlike the cavary fight, they did not
haveit dl their own way, not for amoment. At close quarters, the axes of the Halogai hewed down men
and horses dike; those big, swift strokes bit through mail shirtsto hack flesh and split bones.

The battle line did not move twenty yards forward or back for sometime. Halogai pressed forward as
their comrades were killed. They blunted charge after charge by fresh troops of lancers. Each side
dragged itswounded to safety as best it could. Dead horses and soldiers hindered the living from
reaching one another to day some more.

Shouts of dlarm rose from the far right as the northerners, borrowing from the Videssian book, tried to
dideround the imperia army'sflank. After afew tense minutes, amessenger reported to Krispos.
"Weve held 'em, Mgesty, lookslike. A good many bowmen had to pull out their sabers before we

managed it, though."
"That'swhy they carry them,” Krispos answered.

The imperids shouted his name over and over. They aso had another cry, one calculated to unnerve the
Haogal. "Where's Harvas Black-Robe?' The northerners were not using the wizard's name as their war
cry. When they shouted, they most often cdled the name Svenkd.

Krigposlearned soon enough who Svenkel was. An enormous Haloga, tall even for that big breed,
swung an axe that would have impressed the imperia headsman. No one came within itslength of him
and lived. After hefdled aVidessan with astroke that caved in the lucklessfellow's chest, dl the
northerners who saw cried out his name. He had presence aswell as strength and warrior's skill: before
he went back to battle, he waved to show he heard the cheers.

"Shall we send one of our champions againgt him?' Mammianos asked.

"Why risk achampion?' Krigpos said. "Enough arrows will take care of him. Give the archersword to
shoot a himtill he goesdown.”

"That's not gporting,” Mammianos said with alaugh, "but it'sthe right way to go about war. Let'sjust see
how long Svenke the hero lagts.”

But dong with being awarrior bold even by Haloga standards, Svenke the hero wasfar from afoal.
When three or four arrowsin quick succession pincushioned his shield and another glanced off hishem,
he knew he was amarked man. Instead of drawing back among his comrades, as most might have done,
he led awedge of northernersinto the center of the imperid line againgt his countrymen who warded
Krigpos. They were axemen like himself; when they tried to day him, he could strike back.

Theimperia guards had seen hard fighting in dl the clashes since the campai gn began south of Imbros.
The Haloga who were hale ill fought asfiercely as ever, but their ranks had been thinned. Svenke's
wedge punched deep. If it broke through, it would cut theimperid army in half.

Krigpos drew his saber. Helooked at Mammianos. Thefat genera aso had his sword out. He shrugged.
"Ah, wdl, your Mg esty, sometimes we have to be sporting, whether we want to or not.”



"Sowedo." Krigposraised hisvoice and cried, "Videssos!" He spurred Progress toward the sagging line
of guardsmen. Mammianaos rode with him. So did the couriers who had congregated around them.

By then, only ahandful of Halogal inimperid service stood in Svenkd'sway. He must have seen victory
just ahead. His mouth flew open in agreat snarl when horsemen rode up to aid the guards. Then he
realized who led the makeshift band. In Videssian, he shouted to Krispos. "L eader to |leader, then!”

It didn't quite work that way; war was too chaotic a business to conform to anyone's expectations, even
ahero's. Krigpos got into the battle afew feet to Svenke'sright, against a Halogaamost asbig asthe
northern chieftain. The fellow swung up his axe to chop at Progress. Before he could, Krispos dashed at
hisface. He missed, but made the Haloga shift his weight backward so his own stroke fell short. Krigpos
dashed again. Thistime hefdt hisblade bite. The Haloga howled and reded away, clutching aforearm
gashed to the bone.

Seeing Krigposin thefight made his surviving guardsmen redouble their efforts. Svenked's men il battled
for al they were worth, but could push forward no farther. The guards threw themselves at Svenkd, one
after another. One after another he beat them back. His strokes never fatered; he might have been a
sege engine himsdlf, powered by twisted cords rather than flesh and sinew.

Asthe guardsmen sought to cut down Svenkel, so hiswarriors went for Krispos. Krispos fought
desperately, trying for nothing more than staying dive. He knew he was no great master of the soldier's
art and was very glad when Geirrod came up to stand by Progress right flank and help him beat back the
foe

Step by step, some of Svenkel's men began to give ground. Others, stubborn with the peculiar Haoga
stubbornness, preferred dying where they stood to faling back. Die they did, one after another, dong
with theimperid guardsmen and Videssan troopers they dew before they went down.

There at the forefront of the fighting, what scholarly chroniclerswould later call aline hardly deserved
such adignified name. It was more like knots of grunting, cursaing, sweating, bleeding men dl entangled
with one another. Krispos struck and struck and struck—and knew most of his strokes were usaless,
either because they clove only air or because they rebounded from mail. He did not much mind; no onein
that crush could have hoped to do better.

Then he saw aHa oga close by swing up an axe to chop at one of the guardsmen. He lashed out with his
saber. It cut deep into the northerner'swrist. The axe flew from his hand. The Haloga bellowed in pain
and whirled around.

Krisposwas startled to seeit was Svenkel. Svenke looked startled, too, but was neither too startled nor
too badly hurt to raise his shield before Krispos could cut a him again. But that did not save him for long.
Geirrod's axe bit into the shield, once, twice ... on the third blow, the round dab of wood split in two.
Geirrod struck once more. Blood sprayed. Svenkel's armor clattered as hefell.

Theimperidsraised agreet cheer. The Hadogai till fought ferocioudy, but something at last went out of
them with their chieftain's death. Now the fightersin the wedge that had been his drew back more
quickly. Asthey did so, Geirrod turned to Krispos and said, "Out of the line for you now, Mgesty. You
did what was needful; well go on from here."

Krispos was not sorry to obey. He'd never been an eager warrior. He'd also learned that the Emperor,
like any other high-ranking officer, usually was more useful directing the fighting than caught in the thick of
it.

He looked round for Mammianos and was relieved to see the genera had aso got out of the press. But



Mammianos had not come through unscathed; he bared histeeth in agrimace of pain as he avkwardly
tried to tiea strip of cloth around his right forearm. The cloth was soaked with red.

"Here, let me help you," Krigpos said, sheathing his saber. "I have two free hands."

"Thank you, your Mgesty. Aye, get it good and tight. There, that should doit.” The fat generd shook his
head. "I'm lucky it's not abloody stump, | suppose. Been too long since | last tried trading handstrokes.™

"What was it you said? Sometimes we have to be sporting? But trooper's not your proper trade
awymore."

"Toorightitisn't. And agood thing, elsel'd long since be dead.” Mammianos grimaced. "Asis, thisarm's
the only thing that'skilling me.”

Shouts rang out, far off at the end of the imperid army'sleft wing. Krigpos and Mammianos both stared
in that direction. For the moment, that was dl they could do—their courierswere dtill battling to drive
back Svenkd's men. Some of the shouts were full of excitement, others of dismay. From severa hundred
yards off, Krigoos could not tell which came from the Haogai, which from the imperids.

He kept his neck craned leftward, fearing above al €l seto seethe Videssians driven back in rout. He
saw no soldiersfleeing on horseback, which he took asagood sign. All the same, he fidgeted atop
Progressfor the next severd minutes, until at last arider came gdloping hisway from the lft.

The horseman’s grin told him most of what he needed to know before the fellow began to speak.
"Mgesty, weve flanked them!

Sarkis got his scouts round their right and now wererolling 'em up.”

"The good god be praised,” Krispos said. "That'swhat | most wanted to hear. Go back there and tell dll
the officers on that wing to pour as many men after Sarkis asthey can spare without thinning their line too

"Mgesty, they're dready doing it," the messenger said.

"They're good soldiers, most of them,” Mammianos put in. Therider's news banished pain from hisface.
"A good soldier doesn't wait for orders when he sees a chance like that. He just ups and grabsit.”

"It'sdl right with me," Krigpos said. His grin stretched wider than the one the messenger waswearing. “In
fect, itsbetter than dl right.”

Faster even than he'd dared hope, the Haloga right came to pieces. The northerners faced a cruel
dilemma. If they turned at bay and formed an embattled circle, nothing would keep the Videssansfrom
amply riding into Pliskavos. But if they fell back toward the gates, they risked fresh breakthroughs asthe
imperias probed flimsy, makeshift lines.

Some turned at bay, some fell back. The Videssans did break through, repeatedly, forcing more and
more Halogal to make the unpaatable choice. Sarkis could easily have seized Pliskavos. Instead, with
even deadlier ingtinct, he urged his men—and the other imperiasin their wake—all around the rear of the
Haogaarmy. Krispostraced their progress by the panic-filled yellsthat rose first from the northerners
shattered right, then the center, and then their |eft—the imperid right. A few minutes|ater, theimperids
on theright yelled, too, in triumph.

"By thelord with the great and good mind, they'rein the sack,” Mammianos said. "Now we daughter
them." He did not sound asif hetook any great joy in the prospect, merely asif it was ajob that needed



doing. Theimperia headsman plied histrade in that matter-of-fact, deadly fashion.

The Videssian army went about its business the same way, methodically using bows, lances, and sabers
againg the northerners. As Mammianos had said, it was adaughter. Then dl the Halogal suddenly turned
round and rushed against the Videssians who stood between them and Pliskavos. That part of the
imperid line remained thinner than the rest. Shouting wildly, the northerners hacked their way through.

"After them!" Krisposydled. Quite without orders, the musicians played Charge. They were soldiers,
too, and out to grab the chance.

The Videssians surged forward in pursuit of their fleeing foes. Here and there a Haloga stood and fought.
Those who did were beset by several men at once and quickly fell. Many more were cut down or
speared from behind. And more than one, rather than dying a theimperials hands or doffing hishemiin
token of surrender, plunged a sword into his own belly or aknife between hisribs. Theway the
northerners so deliberately killed themselves chilled Krispos.

"Why do they do that?' he asked Geirrod.

"WeHadogai, wethink that if aman be dain by an enemy, he serveshimin the world to come," the
guardsman answered. "Some of us, wewould liefer live free after we die, if you take my meaning,

Majesty.”

"I suppose | do." Krispos sketched the sun-sign over his heart. He wished the Halogal could be
persuaded to follow Phos. Every so often zealous priests went to preach the good god's doctrinesin
Halogdand. If they were fearless men, the northerners generdly let them live. But they won few converts;
the Halogal stubbornly clung to their false gods.

Such reflections ran through his mind and then were gone, lost in the chase. Now he wished Sarkis had
sent men to secure Pliskavos gates. A few Videssians made for them, but the rush of Halogai
overwhelmed the riders. The big blond men streamed into the town. More turned at bay, to give their
comrades the chance to save themsalves.

Krigpos swore. "If we had ladders ready, we could storm the place. It would fall at thefirst rush.”

"Aye, likely s0, your Mgesty,” Mammianos said, "but ladders aren't of much usein a pitched battle,
which iswhat we were st to fight. Thisisn't one of those minstrels romances, where the bold hero
awaysthinks of everything ahead of time. If it were, | wouldn't havethis." He held up his bandaged arm.

Theimperids charged again and again at the Haloga rearguards. Then some of the northerners gained the
walls of Pliskavos and began shooting at their foes and pelting them with stones. Under the cover of that
barrage, most of the Halogal managed to withdraw into the city. Portcullises dammed down in the
Videssians faces.

Only when thefighting finally died away did Krispos notice how far toward the east his shadow
sretched. The sun was nearly set. He looked over the battlefield and shook his head in wonder. Softly he
sad, "How many Haoga are down!™

"That's the way of it when one side breaks," Mammianos said. "Remember, Agapetos and Mavros paid
inthiscoinfor us."

"I remember,” Krigpossaid. "Oh, yes, | remember.”

The Videssansranged over thefield. They dragged and carried their wounded countrymen back to their
hedler-priests. Most of the Halogai not yet dead got shorter shrift. Some—those who had been seen to



fight with specid bravery and those who looked rich enough to be worth ransoming—were spared.

Horse leeches went here and there, doing what they could for injured animals. Other soldiers went here
and there, too, plundering the dead. Piles of Haloga shilds, too big and bulky to be of use to horsemen,
grew and grew. Krispos saw so many that he ordered a count made, to give him someidea of how many
northerners had fallen. He aso wondered what his horsemen would do with the war axes and heavy
swords they were happily taking away.

"Somewill beinlaid with gold, and so worth something,” Geirrod said when he spoke that thought aloud.
"Asfor the others, well, Mgesty, even you southrons deem it worth recaling that you overcame brave
men." Krispos had to nod.

Burid parties began their work—a pit that would make amass grave for the falen Halogai, individua
resting places for the far smaller number of Videssianswho had died. Krispostold the soldiersto dig a
specia gravefor Tanilis, apart from al the others. " Set awooden marker over it for now," he said.
"When thisland is ours and peaceful once more, the finest marble will be none too good for her.”

The men counting northern shieds came to him with their total: over twelve thousand. He knew fewer
Halogai than that had died; some would have discarded their shieldsto flee the fester. It was till agreat
total, especialy when set against imperia losses, which were under two thousand.

That evenings asthe army rested in camp, Krispos went to see some of the Haloga prisoners. Archers
stood guard over them asthey dejectedly sat around in their linen drawers and undertimes—their armor
was dready booty. They stirred with interest as he gpproached. Some of them glowered at their
countrymen who guarded him.

Heignored that, announcing "l need a man who understands Videssian to listen to my words and take
them to your comradesin Pliskavos. Who will do thisfor me?' Severa northernersraised their hands. He
chose asolid-looking fellow with gray mixed in hisgolden hair and beard. He asked the man, "What is
your name?"

"l am Soribulf, Videssian emperor,” the Haloga said, politely but without the elaborate respect imperids
used.

"Well, Soribulf, tel thisto your chiefsin Fliskavos:. if they yield the city and set free any Videssan
prisonersthey are holding, | will let them crossto the north shore of the Astris without ordering my fleet
to burn their boats.”

"WeaetheHadoga," Soribulf sad, drawing himsdf up proudly. "We do not yidd."

"If we weren't dready burying them, you could see al the Hal oga corpses on today'sfield,” Krigpos said.
"If you don't yield, every one of you insde Pliskavoswill die, too. Do you think we can't take the town
with our Sege engines and our shipsthat shoot fire?"

Soribulf's mouth puckered, asif he were chewing on something sour. "How do we trust you not to burn
us even so, when we are on the water and cannot ward ourselves?”

"My word isgood,” Krispos said. "Better than that of the evil mage you followed.”

"Aye, you spesk truth there, Videssian emperor. Hetold us you would burn with the wall, but our
warriors were the ones the bright blaze bit. And then after, he hel ped us no more; some say hefled. |
know not the truth of that, but we saw none of him today when swords struck.”

"Passonwhat | say, then, and my warning,” Krispos urged.



Soribulf swayed back and forth. "He mourns," aguardsman whispered to Krigpos. Soribulf spokein his
own language. The guard trandated: "The glory of Halogaarmsis dead. Will we now yidd inglorioudy to
Videssos and travel back to our homeland in defeat? Never have we done so—braver to conquer or
die"

"Dieyouwill, if youfight on," Krispossaid. "Shall | choose someone el se as my messenger?

"No." Soribulf returned to the imperia speech. "'l will bear your wordsto my people. Whether they
choose to hear, | could not guess.”

Krigpos nodded to a couple of the archers who guarded the Haloga prisoners. ™Y ou men take him to the
rampart and let him go to Pliskavos." He turned back to Soribulf. "If your chiefs are willing to speak of
yielding, tel them to show awhite-painted shield above the centrd gate first thing tomorrow morning.”

"l shdl tell them," Soribulf said. The guardsled him away.

Krigpos sent an order to Kanaris the grand drungarios of the fleet: to have his dromons sailing back and
forth on the Astris by dawn, as awarning that the trapped northerners had no way out unlessthe
imperiads granted it to them. Then, while the rest of the army celebrated the great victory they had won,
Krispos went to bed.

When he woke the next morning, he looked to the walls of Pliskavos. Hogal marched aong them, but
he saw no truce shield. Glowering, he ordered the engineersto ready their dart-shooters and
stone-throwers. "Don't make any secret of what you're doing, either,” hetold them.

The Haoga watched from the walls as the artisans ostentatioudy checked the ropes and timbers of their
engines, made sure they had plenty of stones and sheaves of outsized arrows close a hand, and squinted
toward Pliskavos asif checking range and aim for the catapults. Dew was still damp on the grasswhen a
shield went up over the gate.

"Well, well." Krigposlet out along sigh of relief. Even without magic used againgt his men, sorming the
town would have been desperately expensive. "Have Progress saddled up for me," he said to his
guardsmen. "I'll parley with their chief.”

"Not done!” theguards said in one voice. "If thefoe sdlies—"

"I hadn't intended to go out there alone," Krispos answered mildly, "not for fear of treachery and not for
my dignity's seke, either.”

He approached Pliskavosin the midst of afull company of Haloga guards. Another company, this one of
Videssian horse-archers, flanked the guards on either side. The horsemen had arrows nocked and ready
inther bows.

Hereined in about a hundred feet from the wal. "Who will spesk with me?' he cdled.

A Haloga stood atop one of the low stretches of battlement. "I am Ikmor," he called back. "Thoseinsde
will obey me." His Videssan was good; amoment later he explained why: "Y ears ago, in my youth, |
served in the city as guard to the Avtokrator Rhaptes. | learned your speech then."

"Y ou served Anthimos father, en? Good enough,” Krigpos said. " Soribulf brought you my terms. Will
you take them, or will you go on with afight you cannot win?'

"You are ahard man, Videssian Emperor, harder than Rhaptes who was," 1kmor answered. "I grieved
the whole night long at the ruin of our grand army, struggling with my spirit over whether to yield or battle



on. But | saw inthe end that | must give over, though it is bitter aswormwood to me. Y et awar leader
must not surrender to sorrow, but try in every way to save thelives of the warriors under him."

"Spoken like awise man," Krispos said. Spoken like a man who indeed spent time in Videssos, he
thought. A Halogafresh from his native land would have been unlikdly to take such along view.

" Spoken like aman who finds himsdlf without choice” Ikmor answered bleskly. "To show | amin
earnest, | will send out the captives from your people whom we hold.”

The Haoga chieftain turned, shouting in hisown language. The portcullis beneath him creaked up. One
by one dark-haired men came through the gateway, most of them in rags, many pale and thin asonly
longtime prisoners become. Some rubbed at their eyes, asif unused to sunlight. When they saw the
imperid banner that floated above Krispos head, they cheered and pelted toward him.

His own eyesfilled with tears. He caled to the officer who led the cavary company. "Take them back to
our camp. Feed them, get clothesfor them. Have the heal er-priests check them, too, those who aren't
too worn from work with our wounded." The captain saluted and told off asquad to take charge of the
newly released Videssans,

No sooner wasthe last imperia out of Pliskavos than the portcullis dammed down again. Ikmor said,
"Videssian emperor, if we come out ourselves, how do we know you will not treat usas ... as—" He
hesitated, but had to say it: "—aswe treated Imbros?"

"Do you not trust my pledge?' Krispos said.

"Not inthis" Ikmor answered a once. After amoment's anger, Krispos reluctantly saw his point: having
done deeds that deserved retribution, no wonder the Halogai feared it. Ikmor went on, "L et us come
forth in arms and armor, to ward ourselves at need."

"No," Krigpossaid. "Y ou could start the battle over then, looking to take us by surprise.” He stroked his
beard as he thought. "How's this, Haloga chief? Wear your swords and axes, if you will. But leave shields
behind and carry your mail shirts as part of your baggage, rolled up on your backs."

It was Ikmor'sturn to ponder. At last he said. "L et it be asyou will. We shall need our wegpons against
the Khamorth nomads as we trek north over the plainsto Halogaland.”

With luck, Krispos thought, the nomads would take a good bite out of the Halogai before they made it
back to their own cold country. That might them think twice about moving south againgt Videssos again.
Cometo that, he might help luck dong. Aloud, he said, "One other thing, brave Ikmor."

"What would you, Videssian Emperor?’

"When you northerners come out of Pliskavos, you will al come through this same gate through which
you let out your Videssian prisoners. | want to post wizards there, to make sure Harvas Black-Robe
doesn't snesk out among you.”

Ikmor's laugh was unkind. "Then you should have checked the captives, too, eh?' Krigpos ground his
teeth—the Hal oga chieftain was right. Ikmor continued, "But we will do asyou say once more, though
for our own sake rather than yours. If you do find Harvas, let our axes drink his blood, for he betrayed
us." He spokein his own tongue to the men on the wal with him. They growled and hefted their weapons
inaway that left no doubt of what they thought of Harvas.

Krigpossad, "If you love him so well, why didn't you turn on him before?!



"Before, Videssan Emperor, heled usto victory and helped us settle thisfine new land. Even awar
leader with the soul of acarrion crow will hold hisfollowersthus," Ikmor said. "But when hisfires turned
againg hisown folk, when after that he vanished from our ken instead of staying to battle on asatrue
man would, he showed us he had not even a carrion crow insde himsdlf, only the splattered white turd
one leaves behind after it has fed and flown on.”

Some of the Halogal on the wall—the ones who followed Videssian, Krispos supposed—nodded
vigoroudy. So did some of the soldierswith Krigpos, impressed by Ikmor's ahility to revile without
actudly curang.

"If you agree, Ikmor, we will bring the wizards into place tomorrow," Krispos said.

"No, give usfour days time," Ikmor answered. "We will use timber from the town to knock together
rafts and go out through the river gatesto put them at the quays.”

"If you try to escape on them before the day we agreed to, the dromons will burn you," Krispos warned.
"We have seen the firethey fling, the fire they spit. We will hold to theseterms, Videssian Emperor.”

"Good enough.” Krigpos gave lkmor aVidessian saute, clenched fist over his heart. He was not
surprised to seethe Halogareturn it. As quickly as ceremony permitted, or maybe alittle quicker, he
withdrew to the camp. Thefirg thing he did there was to summon Zaidas.

By the time he was done talking, the young mage's face mirrored the concern he knew his own showed.
"Aye, your Mgesty, I'll atendtoit directly,” Zaidas said. "1t would be adreadful blow if Harvasthe
accursed profited thus from the misery of our own people. But if heisamong them, | shdl sniff him out.”
The picture of determination, he started away from theimperia tent.

"Take asguad of soldiers, in case you need to do more than sniff," Krigpos called after him. Zaidas did
not turn around but waved to show he had heard.

Krigpos spent the rest of the day worrying, half afraid he would hear of trouble from where the liberated
Videssans sat and ate and talked and marveled at being free, half afraid he wouldn't because Harvas had
managed to outfox Zaidas. But toward sunset Zaidas reported, "He is not among those who are there,
your Mgesty. On that | would take oath by the lord with the great and good mind. If no other captives
came from Fliskavos, we may rest easy. The officers and men who have dedt with them believethem to
be dl the onesthe Halogai released.”

"The good god be praised,” Krigpos said. He could not be perfectly sure Harvas hadn't been among the
freed captives, but the older he got, the less he was perfectly sure of anything. With anod toward Zaidas,
he said, "Ready yoursdlf and your comrades to study the Halogawhen they leave Hliskavos.”

"We shdl befully prepared,” Zaidas promised. "Harvas hale could hope to stand againgt us. Harvas ashe
isafter thelady Tanilissmote him—" His voice softened as he spoke her name, but his eyesflashed. "—is
smdll beer, asthe saying goes. If heisthere, we will smoke him out.”

"Good." Krigposwas not usudly vindictive, but he wanted to lay hands on Harvas, to make him suffer for
al the suffering he had inflicted on Videssos. Then he remembered asaying himself: "To make rabhbit
stew, first catch arabhbit.”

The Haogal insde Pliskavos gave no sign of breaking the termsto which Ikmor had agreed. Kanaris
brought word that the northerners really were building rafts. All the same Krispos held off sending word
of hisvictory south to the city. Once hed caught his rabbit—or, in this case, seen it acrossthe Astris—



would be time enough.

On the fourth morning, he ordered his army to advance on Fliskavos. The soldiers came fully armed and
ready for battle. He had strong forces covering each gate, not merely the one through which Ikmor had
promised the Halogal would march. Mammianos nodded at that. "If we show 'em we're set for

everything, they'relesslikely to try anything.”

Zaidas and the rest of the wizards took their place outside the central gate. They waved to Krigposto
show they were ready. He peered into the town through the grid of the portcullis. A lot of men looked to
be lined up there. Then the portcullisrose, screeching initstrack every inch of the way.

One man came through aone. He tramped past the Videss an mages without sparing them a glance and
made straight for theimperia banner. He sdluted Krigpos. "1 am Ikmor. For my folk | stand before you.
Do asyou will with meif weplay you fase”

"Go with your people,” Krispos said. "I did not ask this of you."
"I know that. | giveit to you, for my honor's sake. | shal stay.”

Krigpos had learned better than to argue about a Haloga's prickly sense of honor. "Asyou will, northern
gr." Heundid his canteen, swigged, and passed it to [kmor. " Share wine with me."

"Aye." Ikmor drank. A couple of drops splashed on hiswhite tunic, which was already none too clean.
The Haloga was a well-made man of middle height, snub-nosed and gray-eyed. He was bald on top of
his head, but let the hair above his ears grow long. His mustaches were dso long, though the rest of his
beard was rather thin. In each ear he wore athick gold ring set with pearls—Iakovitzes would have
wanted apair of them, Krispos thought irrelevantly. When he handed the canteen back to Krispos, it was

empty.

TheHalogal filed out of Pliskavosafew at atime, walking between Zaidas and the other wizards. Most
of the northerners made Ikmor seem immaculate by comparison. More than afew showed the marks of
burns from when the wall caught fire, wounds from the latest battle, or both. They glared at theimperids
who had overcome them, asif they still could not believe the campaign had gone against them.

Looking at them, Krispos aso wondered how held won. The Halogai were big, fierce men who might
have been specialy made for war. Fighting came less naturaly to Videssans. In the end, though, trained
skill had overcome ferocity.

Mammianos was thinking along similar lines. He remarked, "They want another chance at us. Y ou can
seitinthar eyes”

"They won't have such an easy timetrying again,”" Krigpos answered. "Now that werule adl theway up to
the Astrisagain, | expect well keep aflotillaof dromons patrolling theriver. | wouldn't want to try
crossing it in the face of them.”

He spoke as much to Ikmor asto Mammianos. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the Haloga chief's
mouth turn down. The message had got through, then.

A few minutes later awarrior broke ranks and strode toward Krispos. He touched his sword. His
guardsmen tensed, readying themselvesto cut the fellow down. But he paused at a safe distance and
spoke loudly in his own language. Krispos glanced at Ikmor. "What does he say?"

Ikmor looked even less happy. "He wants to take service with you, Videssan Emperor.”



“What? Why?"

Ikmor spoke to the Haloga, then listened to hisreply. "He says his name is Odd the son of Aki, and that
hewill only fight among the best soldiersin theworld. Till now he thought those were his own people, but
you have beaten us, S0 he must have been wrong.”

"For that I'll find him aplace," Krigpos said, grinning. Ikmor trandated. Odd the son of Aki dipped his
head to Krigpos, then stepped aside. A Videssian officer took charge of him.

Asthe day went on, more Halogai broke ranks and asked leave to join the imperid army. Most of them
gave the same reason Odd had. By the time the last northerner filed out of Pliskavos, Krisposfound he
had recruited a good-sized company. Ikmor turned his back on the men who had gone over.

The Halogai marched around Pliskavos toward the quays. More evidence of imperia might awaited them
there: Kanaris warships, holding their place against the current of the Agtrislike so many sparrowhawks
hovering above amousehole.

Krispos rode Progress up toward the riverbank so he could watch the northerners embark on their rafts.
Ikmor paced alongside him, though two guardsmen made sure they were between the chieftain and the
Avtokrator at al times.

The Haoga paddled thefirgt raft out onto the Astris alittle past noon. A dromon shadowed it al the way
acrosstheriver, the fearsome sphon tube pointing straight &t it. The wallowing raft was completely at the
dromon’'s mercy. No one, Haloga or imperia, could doubt it. More than anything else, that first river
crossing brought home who had won and who had lost.

More and more rafts set out. Not al of them enjoyed the attentions of adromon al the way acrossthe
Asdtris, but the warships stayed close enough to leave no question of what they could do at need.
Destroying the northerners dugout canoes had been an unequa struggle. Attacking the rafts would have
been a massacre.

Zadas made hisway through the crowd to Krigpos. "All the Halogai passed before me, your Mgjesty. |
found no sign of Harvas presence.”

"Go regt, then,” Krigpostold him. The young mage had away's been reedy. Now he was athin reed
indeed.

Even 0, hetried to protest. "1 ought to go into the town, to see whether the evil wizard ill lurkswithin.”
He weakened his own words with an enormous yawn.

"The shapeyou'rein, youre likelier to fal adeep than find him,” Krigpos said. "I'll keep wizards posted at
each gate. If hé'sin there, hewon't get out." He did hisbest to look stern and imperid. It probably wasn't
avery good best; Zaidas winked at him. But the mage went back toward the camp, which was what
Krigposhad in mind.

Theraftsthe Halogai had built carried only afraction of them over the Adtristhet first day. The
northerners who were |eft behind spread their bedrolls outside of Pliskavos. The countrymen's campfires
blazed from the far shore. Between the two groups, up and down, up and down aong theriver, the
dromons of theimperid fleet prowled dl night long.

Videssian archers stood guard through the night on the southern bank of the Adtris, dert in casethe
Halogal proved treacherous. But most of the imperial army returned to the camp on the other side of the
palisade. At the officers meeting that evening, Sarkis gave Krigposady look. "May | read your mind,



Maesy?"
"Go ahead,” Krigpostold him.

"Y ou're wishing anice big band of Khamorth would pitch into the Halogai on their way north and finish
the job we started.”

"Who, me?' Ashetried tolook imperid to Zaidas, now Krispostried to look innocent. "That would be a
terrible fate to wish on afoe we've just made peace with."

"Aye, 0 it would, Mgesty." Sarkis eyestwinkled. "But didn't | see you send a couple of men with
horses to the north shore of the Astris? Unless they're going to keep the northerners company on their
way back to Halogaand, they're probably up there to talk with one of the local Khamorth khagans.™

"With more than one," Krigpos admitted. "One of theloca clan leaders by himself wouldn't have enough
men to risk tangling with such abig Hogaarmy. Three or four together might, in hopes of getting gold
from usfor the favor. I'd sooner spend gold than soldiers; we've spent enough soldiers against the

Helogai."

A low mutter of approva ran through the officers. Bagradas turned to Krispos and said, "Y our Mgesty,
you aretruly what an Avtokrator of the Videssans should be." The rest of the commanders solemnly
nodded. Krisposfet himsaf swell with pride.

Sarkis asked, "What would you have done had Ikmor made you pledge not to send envoysto the
Khamorth?'

"l would have kept my word," Krigpos answered. "But since he didn't think of it, | saw no reason to
bring it up mysdf."

"Aye, aVidessanindeed," Sarkis murmured, reminding Krispos that the scout commander sporang from
Vaspurakan. A moment later Sarkis softened hiswords. "No blame to you, though, Mgesty, not after
what the northerners have done to Videssos. They've earned whatever they catch.”

Again the officers nodded and called out, many with fierce eagerness. But Krispos asked, "Whatever
they catch? What of Imbros?’

Abrupt slencefdl ingde theimperid tent. Krigpos was relieved to hear it. No one who preferred Phosto
Skotos could fed easy about imagining Imbros fate for any group, no matter what its crimes, and he was
glad none of hisofficersthirsted so much for revenge asto forget it.

Zadas seemed much more his old self when morning came. Along with severa other wizards, he entered
Pliskavos to continue the search for Harvas Black-Robe. A substantial armed band went aong to guard
them: the Halogal were out of Pliskavos and in the process of crossing the Adtris, but some of the folk
who had lived there before Harvas, before the Halogal, still remained.

The guard party would have been smaller had Krigpos not decided to go into Pliskavos with the mages.
Not only did hewant to be in a the kill if Harvas was captured, he also wanted to see what would be
needed to restore the town to aprovincia capita after its occupation first by the Kubratoi for centuries
and then by the evil wizard and the northerners.

Hisfirg horrified thought was that everything insde the fortifications should be torched, to cleansethe
place and start again. Thefiresthat had spread from the burning wall had done some of that, but not



enough. Half-burned wooden buildings were everywhere, aong with the stenches of stale smoke and of
burned and rotting flesh. Once or twice heads peeked out of ruinsto eye the newcomers. Krispos saw
more than one glint of wegponsin the shadows and was glad for his armed escort.

"Thiswas once aVidessan town of note?' he said, shaking hishead. "I can't believeit.”

"It'strue, your Mgesty." Zaidas pointed. " See that stone building, and that one, and what's | eft of that
one over there? Y ou'll find the same sort of work in Videssos the city. And the streets, or some of them,
gl keep to the square grid pattern we usually use.”

"Y ou know town planning aswell aswizardry?" Krispos asked.
Zadasflushed. "My older brother isabuilder.”

"If he serves his craft aswell asyou do yours, helll be one of the best,” Krispos said, which made the
young mageturn pink al over again.

Asthey rode on toward the center of town, they came across more and more stretches of unburned
buildings. Now people did emerge to stare. Some were of Kubrati blood, stocky, the men heavily
bearded. Others, dimmer, their features more sharply sculpted, could have been poor Videssians by the
look of them. They al watched soldiers, wizards, and Emperor asif wondering what fresh misfortunes
these newcomers would bring down on them.

"How will you sniff out Harvas from among them and from among others who may be hiding?' Krigpos
asked Zaidas.

"l will haveto ride through the whole of Pliskavos, | think," the wizard answered. "I know thereek of his
magic, and | know the blankness with which he seeksto disguiseit. To detect either, | will haveto be
closetoit, for thanksto the lady Tanilis his power isless than ashadow of what it once was."

"If heishereat dl," Krigpos added.
"Aye, your Mgedy, if heishereat al."

Inapark in the heart of Pliskavos stood an ornately carved wooden paace, the former residence of the
khagans of Kubrat.

A new carving was set above the doorway': twin three-pronged lightning flashes. Zaidas finger stabbed
toward them. "That is Skotos mark!" He sketched Phos sun-circle.

So did Krispos. "Harvas laired here, then?' he asked.

"Harvas oncelaired here," Zaidas agreed. "Be thankful you cannot fed the effluvium of his past power.”
He grew thoughtful. "1 wonder if now he seeksto hide there, hoping no one will notice his present small
bad odor in the great stench of the past. We must closdly examinethat building.”

One of the other Videssian mages, a stout, middle-age man named Gepas, tirred in the saddle and said,
"Do pray remember we're not your servants, Zaidas."

"Areyou the Empire's servants, Gepas?' Krigpos asked sharply. The wizard stared, startled. His eyes
fell. He nodded. "Good," Krispos said. "For amoment there, | wondered. Do you deny that Zaidas
speaks good sense, or do you just wish you'd spoken before he did? Does Harvas' palace need looking
at, or not?'



"It does, your Mgjesty," Gepas admitted.
"Then let'slook at it." Krigpos urged Progress forward and tied the horse at therail in front of the palace.

Neither his guards nor the mageswould hear of hisgoing in first. Hed wondered if the doors would be
locked, but they opened at the guards touch. Zaidas turned to Gepas. With unaffected politeness, the
young wizard asked, "Sir, would it please you to stand guard here at the doorway, to ensure that Harvas
cannot sneak past you?"

"Better, youngling." Gepas puffed out his chest and pulled in hisbelly. Hisvoice got deeper. "Aye, I'll do
that. He shan't escape by thisroad.”

"Good." Zaidas face was perfectly straight. Krispos had to work to keep histhe same way. He
wondered whether Zaidas was a natural innocent or a schemer subtle beyond hisyears. Either way, he
got results.

Wizards fanned out through the wooden paace. Krispos stayed with Zaidas. The guards, naturaly,
stayed with him. Together they made their way into the hall that was, Krispos supposed, the equivaent of
the Grand Courtroom back at the capital. He pointed to the white throne that stood out against the gloom
a thefar end. "Isthat ivory, like the patriarch's throne?"

Zaidas sudied it, murmuring briefly to himsdf. Hislarge larynx worked. "It's—bone," he said at last. Just
then Krigpos saw Skotos symbol on the wall above the high seat. He decided not to ask what sort of
bone.

The hal held asour, metdlic smell. Without much enthusiasm, Krispos walked down the hard dirt
adeway toward the throne. A few feet in front of it, his boot hedls sank into asoggy spot. The smell got
worse. "That's blood," he said, hoping Zaidas would contradict him.

Zadasdidn't. He said, "We dready knew Harvas practiced abominations. We a so know now that heis
not in thishal, which was our purpose in coming here. Let's go on to see where he may be."

"Yes, let's" Krigpossaid inasmal voice, admiring the young mage's ability to stay cam in the face of
horror.

To theleft of the bone throne was adoor. In the twilight that filled the hal with al torches dark, its outline
wasinvigble until one cameright up to it. Again, Krigpos guards would not let him go in first. One of
them tugged at the latch. The door did not open. The guardsman used his axe with awill.

Moments later he tried the door again. Thistime he easily paled it open. When he did, he and everyone
elsein the hal drew back apace, or more than a pace, for darkness seemed to well out toward them.
Krispos hand shaped the sun-circle. Loudly and clearly Zaidas declared, "We bless thee, Phos, lord with
the great and good mind, watchful beforehand that the greet test of life may be decided in our favor.”

The spreading darkness faded. Krigposwondered if it had reglly been there. Even after it was gone, the
open doorway remained black and forbidding. He glanced toward Zaidas. The young wizard licked his
lips and seemed to gather his courage. Then he strode into the room. Remembering Trokoundos,
Krispos started to shout for him to come back.

But Zaidas said, "Ah, as| thought," with such scholarly satisfaction that Krispos knew hed cometo no
harm. The mage went on, "It isashrine dedicated to Skotos. They speak of them at the Sorcerers
Collegium, but I'd never seen one before.”

Krigpos had never seen one, either, or wanted to see one. But his pride would not let him stay back



while Zaidas was ingde. He was glad to have his guardsmen form up around him. They went into the
small room together.

The hadl of the throne had been dark. Even o, his eyes needed a minute or so to adapt to the deeper
shadow insde. Asthe eye went to the dtar in one of Phos temples, soit did here. Indeed, thisdtar at
first glance resembled one from atemple—not surprising, Krigpos supposed, since Harvasthe evil mage,
the apostate, had in his earlier days been Rhavas the prelate of Skopentzana. But no atar dedicated to
Phoswould have had kniveslying onit.

One of Phos temples would have been full of icons, holy images of the good god and hiswork in the
world. AsKrispos vision adapted to the gloom, he saw icons on the wall above the dtar here, too. He
saw the dark god, wresthed in blackness, fighting Phos, driving him, and daying him. He saw other
things, aswdll, things he thought no man could have dreamed of taking brush to panel to portray. He saw
things that made the forest of stakes outside Imbros seem amercy. One of his guardsmen, awarrior who
delighted in battle like most Halogai, lurched out into the grest hall and was noisily sick there.

"Thisiswhat he would have brought to Videssosthe city," Zaidas said quietly.

"I know," Krispos said. But knowing and seeing were not the same. Held found that out in a different
context when held got word of Evripos birth while Taniliswasin his bed. He looked at theicons again,
and a the altar. He saw smdll bones among the knives. Hislittle sster Kostawould have had bones
about that size, acouple of years before cholerakilled her. For amoment he thought he would be sick
himsdlf.

"A pity the flamesfrom thewadll didn't reach here” he said. "Well just haveto fire this building oursaves.”
More than anything €l se, he wanted Phos iconsto burn.

One of the guardsmen clapped him on the back, hard enough to stagger him. Zaidas said, "Excellent,
your Mgesty. Fireand itslight are gifts from Phos, and will cleanse the evil that has put its roots down
here. May something better arise from the ashes. And," he added, his voice suddenly hopeful, "if Harvas
has managed to dude us here, firewill cleansetheworld of him aswdll."

"Somay it be" Krigpos said. After that, he was not ashamed to leave the dark chapdl. Zaidasfollowed
close on his heds. The young mage carefully closed the splintered door behind him, asif to make sure
what dwelt inside stayed there.

All the wizards gathered by the entrance that Gepas still guarded. They'd not found Harvas, nor had any
of the rest of them stumbled onto anything as black as Skotos dtar. Not one, however, offered aword
of protest at what Krispos proposed to do to the palace.

He unhitched Progress and led the gelding well away from the wooden building. The mages till kept a
closewatch oniit, asif they could sense even at adistance the evil Harvas had brought into it. Very likely
they could, Krispos thought. Most of his guardsmen stayed by him, but one hurried back to the imperia
camp.

The guard returned fairly soon. He was carrying ajar of lamp oil and asmoking torch. He handed
Krigpos the torch, unstoppered the jar, and splashed oil on the paacewall. "Light it, Mgesty,” he urged.

AsKrigpostouched the torch to the ail, he reflected that the dromons incendiary mix would have served
even better. But the lamp ail did the job. Flames walked across the weathered surface of the wooden
wall, crept into cracks, climbed over carvings. Before long the wood caught, too. No hearth logs could
have been better seasoned than the old timbers of the palace. They burned quick and hard and hot. A
pillar of smoke roseto the sky.



Imperiasran and rode up in darm, fearing the blaze had broken out on its own. Krispos kept some of
them close by, to help fight thefirein case it spread. But the palace was set apart from Pliskavos other
buildings, asif to give the khagans of Kubrat the sense of space they might have enjoyed on the steppe. It
had plenty of room inwhich to burn safely.

Krigpos watched the fire for awhile. He wished he could know whether Harvas was burning with those
flames. Whether or not, though, the power he had forged to strike at Videssos was broken; those of his
raiders who lived were boarding rafts under the eyes and arrows of imperid troops. And Harvas own
power was broken, aswell, thanksto Tanilis. Krispos shook his head, wishing for the thousandth time
the price of the latter bresking had not been so high.

But he knew that Tanilis had willingly paid the price, and that she would not have wanted him to grievein
victory. The knowledge hel ped—some. He sivung himsdlf up onto Progress and twitched thereins. The
horse turned till Krisposfelt the warmth of the burning palace on his back. He touched Progress flanks
with his hedls and rode away.

With ahand shading his eyesto ease the glare, Krispos peered acrossthe Adtris. Tiny in the distance, the
last of Harvas Haogal trudged away from the northern back of theriver. "Thisland is ours now,"

Krigpos said, dightly embarrassed to hear dight surprisein hisvoice. "Oursagain,” he amended,
Mammianos was a so watching the Haogal go. "A very neat campaign, your Mgesty,” hesaid. "The
provincid levieswill be back on their farmsin timeto help with the harvest. Very nest indeed.”

"So they will." Krisposturned to the fat generd. "And what of you, Mammianos? Shall | send you back
to your province, too, to govern the coastal lowlands for me?”

"Thisfor the coagta lowlands." Mammianos yawned adow, ddiberate, scornful yawn. "The only reason
| wasthereisthat Petronas sent me to the most insignificant place he could think of." The yawn gave way
to asmug expression. "Turned out not to be so inggnificant after al, the way things worked out, eh, your

Majesty?"

"Y ou're right about that," Krigpos said. Mammianos had given him the opening he'd hoped for. "'If you're
bored with the lowlands, eminent sir, will you serve as my governor here, asthefirst governor of the new
province of Kubrat?'

"Ah. That job wouldn't soon grow dull, now would it?" Mammianos didn't sound surprised, but then
Mammianos was no one'sfool. His voice turned musing. "Let's see, what all would | be doing? Kesping
the nomads on their sde of the Adtris, and the Halogai, too, if they think about getting frisky again—"

"Cleaning up the Haloga settlements that got started here, like the one that gave Sarkis so much trouble,”
Krigpos put in.

"Aye, and the Kubratoi might decide to rise up again, once they get over being grateful to usfor ridding
them of dear Harvas, which isto say any time starting about day after tomorrow."

"Oh, we ought to be good until next week," Krispos said. Both men chuckled, athough Krispos knew he
wasn't redly joking. He went on, "Well start resettling farmers, too, to start giving you enough men to use
as abalance againgt the Kubratoi. People will want to come if weforgive, say, their first five years taxes
after they get here. It's not the worst farming country, not if the Kubratoi don't come by every fdl to sted
half your crop.”

"Y ou'd know about that, wouldn't you, your Mgesty?’



"Oh, yes." Even across more than two decades and the vast gulf that separated the man he was from the
boy he had been, Krispos could still call up the helplessfury held felt as the nomads plundered the

peasants they'd kidnapped.

Mammianos glanced over to the walls of Pliskavos not far away. "I'll need artisansto help set the town
right, and merchantsto comeliveinit, aye, and priests, aswell, for the good god—" He sketched Phos
sun-circle, "—seems mostly forgotten here." He hardly seemed to notice held agreed to take the job.

"Theartisanswill come," Krispos promised, "though Imbros needs them, too." Mammianos nodded.
Krigpos continued, "I'll seethat priests come, too. They'll be happier if we have atemple ready for them.”
He snapped hisfingersin happy ingpiration. "And | know just where—on the spot where the old wooden
palace stood.”

"That's very fine, your Mgesty. The tradersll come, too, | expect. They'll be eager for the chanceto do
direct business with the nomads north of the Agtrisinstead of going through Kubrati middlemen. Cometo
that, therell be trade down the Adtris, too, in the days ahead, from Pliskavos to Videssosthe city direct
by water. Aye, the merchantswill come.”

"I think you'reright," Krigpossaid. ™Y ou'll be busy, making al of that happen.”

"I'd sooner be busy than bored, unlike half the useless drones back in the city,” Mammianos said. His
eyes narrowed as he sudied Krigpos. "Y ou think you'll stay busy yoursdlf, your Mgesty, without acivil
war and aforeign oneto juggle?’

"By the good god, eminent sir, | hope not!" Krigpos exclaimed. Mammianos stared at him, then started to
laugh. Krispos said, "Trouble s, though, something always comes dong. By thetime I'm back to the
capitd, I'll have something new to worry about. Onething | can think of right away: beforetoo long, |
have to decide whether to keep paying tribute to Makuran or take the chance on another war by cutting
it off."

"We're not ready for another war,” Mammianos said serioudly.

"Don't | know it! But we can't et the King of Kings go on sucking our blood forever, either.” Krigpos
sighed. "This Avtokrator businessis hard work, if you try to do it the way you should. | understand
Anthimos better than | used to, and why he forgot about everything save women and wine. Sometimes |
think he had theright idea after dl.”

"No, you dont,” Mammianos said.

Krigpos sighed again. "No, | suppose| don't. But there are times when packing it in can look awfully

"A farmer can't afford to pack it in, and he only hasto ded with one plot of land,” Mammianos said.
"Y ou have the whole Empire to look out for. On the other hand, you get rewards that poor farmer will
never see, starting with the parade down Middle Street when you do get back to the city."

"Anthimos arranged for peopleto cheer him, too."

"Ah, but theré'sadifference. Y ou'll have earned these cheers—and you know it." Mammianos thumped
Krigposlightly on the back. Krisposthought it over. At last, he nodded.
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The great valves of the Silver Gate swung open. Trumpeters on thewall above blared out afanfare.
Krigposflicked Progress reins. Along with hisvictorious army, herodeinto Videssos the city.

As he passed through the covered way between the outer and inner walls, his mind went back to the day,
now more than a decade behind him, when he'd first walked into the great imperia capital. Then no one
had known—or cared—he was arriving. Now the whole city waited for him.

He came out of the shadow of the covered way and into the city. Another fanfare blew. Ahead of himin
the procession, amarching chorus began to chant. "Behold, Krispos comesin triumph, who subjected
Kubrat! Once he served the folk north of the mountains, but now they serve him!™

People packed both sides of Middle Street. They jeered the chained Haloga prisoners who dejectedly
clanked dong in front of Krigpos. When they saw him, the jeersturned to cheers. "Thou conquerest,
Krispos!" they shouted. "Thou conquerest!”

In histwo years as Avtokrator, he'd heard that acclamation many times. As often as not, it was as much
for form's sake as a cobbler's giving his neighbor good morning. Every oncein awhile, though, people
sounded asif they truly meant it. Thiswas one of those times.

He smiled and waved as he rode up the city's main thoroughfare. Protocol demanded that an Emperor
dare straight ahead, looking neither to the left nor to the right, to emphasize how far above the people he
was. Barsymes would probably scold him when he got back back to the palaces, but he didn't care. He
wanted to feel the moment, not to pretend it wasn't happening.

On either side of Progress marched more Halogal, members of the imperia guards. Some wore crimson
surcoats that matched Krispos boots, others blue ones that went along with the banner of Videssos. The
guardsmen seemed to ignore the people they strode past, but the axesthey carried were not just for
show.

Behind Krispos clattered the iron-shod hooves of Sarkis unit of scouts. The scouts were looking into the
crowd, al right, and didn't pretend otherwise. They knew what they were looking for, too. "Hey, pretty
lass, | hopel find you tonight!" one of them called.

Hearing that, Krispos made a note to himsalf to make sure extrawatchmen were on the street after the
procession was done. Wine shops and joyhouses would both be jumping, and he wanted no trouble to
mar the day. His smile turned ironic for amoment. Automaticaly thinking of such things was part of what
it meant to be Avtokrator.

Then he thought of Dara.and how good it was not to be just one more man prowling the city for
whatever he could find for anight. When he came to the paaces, he was coming home. He wondered
what Evripos looked like. Soon enough held find out. He even wondered how Phostis was doing. About
time hisheir got to know him.

"Kubrat isoursagan!" the people shouted. Some of them, he was certain, had no ideaiin which direction
Kubrat lay or how long it had been out of Videssian hands. They shouted anyway. If hed got himsdlf
killed in the campaign, they would have shouted just as hard for whichever generd seized the throne.
Some of them would have shouted just asloud for Harvas Black-Robe, were he riding down Middle
Street in triumph.

Krigpos smile disappeared dtogether. Ruling over the Empire was making him expect the worst in men,
because the consequences of misfortune were so often what he saw and had to try to repair. Folk who



led good and quiet lives seldom cameto his notice. But he needed to remember the good till existed; if
he forgot that, he began to walk the path Harvas had followed. And if he needed to remember the good,
he had only to think of Tanilis.

The procession moved on along Middle Street, past the dogleg where it bent more nearly due wes,
through the Forum of the Ox, and on toward the plaza of Palamas. After awhile Krispos grew bored.
Even adulation staled, when it was the same adul ation again and again. He did his best to keep smiling
and waving anyhow. While he heard the same praise, the same chorus over and over, the parade was
fresh and new to each person he passed. He tried to make it as fine as he could for dl of them.

The sun wasagood ded higher in the sky by the time he findly reached the plaza of Plamas. Much of
the big square was packed astight with people as the sidewaks of Middle Street had been. A thin line of
watchmen and soldiers held the crowd back from its center, to give dl the unitsin the parade room to
assemble.

A temporary wooden platform stood close to the Milestone. Atop it paced a shaven-headed,
gray-bearded man in arobe of blue and cloth-of-gold. Krispos guided Progress toward the platform. He
caught the eye of the man on it and nodded dightly. Savianos nodded back. He looked most patriarchd.
Of course, so had Pyrrhos and Gnatios. As Savianos himself had said, how well he would wear remained
to belearned. All the same, seeing his new patriarchin full regdiafor thefirgt time sent hope through

Krispos.

He rode up to the stairs on the side of the platform nearest the red granite obelisk that was the center of
distance measure throughout the Empire. Geirrod stepped forward with him and held Progress head
while he dismounted.

"Thanks," he said to the Haloga guard. He started for the stairway, then stopped. Gnatios severed head
was il displayed on the base of the Milestone, along with a placard that detailed histreacheries. After
some weeks exposed to the elements, the head was unrecogni zable without the placard. Your own fault,
Krispos said to himsalf. He went up the steps with firm, untroubled stride.

"Thou conquerest, Mgesty!" Savianos said loudly as Krispos reached the top of the platform.
"Thou conquerest!” the crowd echoed.

Savianos progtrated himsdlf before Krispos, his forehead pressed against rough boards.
"Rise, most holy sir," Krigpos said.

Savianos got to hisfeet. He turned half away from Krisposto face the crowd. His handsrosein
benediction. He recited Phos creed: "We bless thee, Phos, lord with the great and good mind, watchful
beforehand that the great test of life may be decided in our favor.”

Krigpos spoke the creed with him. So did the great throng who watched them both. Their voicesfdl like
rolling surf with the rhythms of the prayer. Krispos thought that if he listened to that oceanic creed afew
times, he might discover for himsdlf how healer-priests and mages used the holy wordsto sink into a
trance.

But instead of repeating the creed, Savianos addressed the people who packed the plaza of Palamas.
"We cdl our Avtokrator the vice-regent of Phos on earth. Most often this strikes us as but a pleasant
conceit, acompliment, even aflattery, to the man who sits on the high throne in the Grand Courtroom.
For we know that, while he doesrule us, heis but aman, with aman'sfailings.



"But sometimes, people of the city, sometimeswe find the fulsometitle enfolds far more than
fulsomeness. | submit to you, people of the city, that we have just passed through such atime. For great
evil threatened from the north, and only through the good god's grace could his champion have overcome
it

"Thou conquerest, Krigpos!™ The shout filled the square. Savianos kept facing the crowd, but hiseyes
did to Krispos. Krigpos waved to the people. The shouts redoubled. Krispos waved again, thistime for
quiet. Slowly, dowly, the noise faded.

The patriarch resumed his speech. Krigpos listened with haf an ear; the opening had been enough to tell
him Savianos was indeed the man he wanted wearing the blue boots: intdligent, pious, yet mindful that
only the Emperor was the chief power of Videssos.

Insteed of listening, Krispos watched the people who were watching him. He also findly got to waich his
parade, as unit after unit entered the plaza. After theimperid guards and the scouts came the northerners
who had chosen to serve Videssos rather than returning to Halogaland. After them rode Bagradas
company, which had routed the Halogai who tried to fight on horseback. A contingent of Kanaris
marines marched behind them; without the grand drungarios dromons, the northerners could have
crossed the Adtrisin safety and lingered near Kubret, ready to swoop down again at any moment. A unit
of military musicians had played al the way up Middle Street. The men fell silent asthey cameinto the
plazaof Palamas, so as not to drown out Saviancs.

The patriarch finished just asthe last troop of horsemen entered the square. He waved his hand toward
Krisposand said, "Now let the Avtokrator himself tell you of hisdangers, and of histriumphs™ With a
deep bow, he urged Krispos to the forward edge of the platform.

Krigpos attitude toward speeches was the same as his attitude toward combat: they were a part of being
Avtokrator he wished he could do without. Along with the people, polished courtiers would be weighing
hiswords, amiling at his unsophiticated phrases. Too bad for them, he thought. He attacked speeches
asif they were armored foes and went Straight at them. The gpproach was less than elegant, but it
worked.

"People of the city, brave soldiers of Videssos, we have won agreat victory," he began. "The Halogai are
bold warriors. No one would say otherwise, or we would not want them as the Emperor's guards. We
should applaud the Halogal who fought for me and for the Empire. They served asloyaly asany of our
men, though they fought their own countrymen. Without their courage, | would not be talking to you
today."

He pointed down at his guardsmen and clapped his hands together. The assembled units of the army
werethefirg to join him in paying tribute to the Ha ogai; they'd seen the northernersin action. More
dowly, cheersfilled the rest of the plaza of Palamas. Some of the imperiad guards grinned. Others, not
used to such plaudits, looked &t their boots and shuffled half a step thisway and that.

Krigpos went on, "We should also cheer our own brave soldiers, who made the fierce men from the
north yield for thefirst timein history. Some of the Haogai you see now are their captives. Some joined
Videssos army of their own free will after their chief Ikmor surrendered Pliskavos to us—wed shown
them we were the better soldiers.”

The soldiers cheered first again. Many of them cried, "Hurrah for us" The rest of the crowd joined in
more quickly thistime; cheering their fellow Videssians made the people of the city happier than
gpplauding foreigners, even foreignersin imperid service.

"We did not face danger from the Halogai done," Krigpos said when something not far from quiet



returned once more. "We aso faced awizard who worshiped Skotos." Asawaysin Videssos, the dark
god's name brought forth first shocked gasps, then complete, attentive, dmost fearful silence. Into that
slence, Krispos continued, "Truth to tell, the accursed one did us more harm than the Halogai. But in the
end, the mages of the Sorcerers Collegium were able to stymie hiswicked attacks, and one, the brave
sorceress Tanilis of Opsikion, broke his power, though she hersdlf died in that combat.”

People sighed when they heard that. Krispos heard afew women weep. Some of the soldiers called out
Tanilis name. All of that was asit should be. None of it was close to what she deserved.

"What weve won isimportant,” he said. "Kubrat is ours again; wild horsemen will raid south of the
mountains no more. And the Adtrisisabroad, swift river. The nomadswill not easily dip over it to stedl
away theland we've regained. With thisvictory, Videssosistruly stronger. It's no sham triumph, unlike
some you may have seen in the past.” He could not resist the dig at Petronas, who had celebrated his
undistinguished campaign againgt Makuran asif hed overthrown Mashiz.

"People of the city, you deserve more than a parade to mark what we have done," Krispos proclaimed.
"That'swhy | declare the next three days holidays throughout the city. Enjoy them!™

Thistimethe ordinary peoplein the plaza of Palamas cheered faster and louder than the soldiers. "May
Phosbewith usal!" Krigpos shouted through the din.

"May Phos be with you, your Mg esty!" the people shouted back.

Savianos stepped close to Krigpos. ™Y ou've made them like you, your Mgesty,™ he said, too quietly for
anyone but Krigposto hear in the turmoil.

Krispos eyed him curioudy. "Not ‘love, most holy sir? Most men would say that, if they aimed to pay a
compliment.”

"Let most men say what they will and curry favors asthey will," Savianos answered. "Wouldn't you like
to have at least one man around who tells you what he thinksto be the truth?"

"Now | havetwo," Krigpos said. It was Savianos turn to look curious. Krisposwent on, "Or has
lakovitzes died in the last quarter of an hour?' He knew perfectly well that 1akovitzes hadn't died. Were
the Sevagtos still able to speak, he'd have been on the platform with Krispos and the patriarch.

Savianos dipped his head. "There you have me, your Mgesty.” One of his bushy eyebrowslifted. "At
least | won't envenom it beforel giveit to you."

"Hal | ought to tell him you said that, just to see some venom come your way. But since the good god
knows you're not atogether wrong, I'll let you get away withiit."

"Your Mgesty ismerciful,” Savianos said. His eyebrow went up again.

"Oh, hogwash," Krigpos said with asnort. He and his patriarch smiled at each other. Then he turned to
face the crowd once more. Heraised hishands. A few at atime, people noticed him, pointed. The plaza
of Pdamas grew if not quiet, quieter. "People of the city, soldiers of the Empire, asfar as1'm concerned,
thisgathering isdone," he said. "Go on and celebrate!™

Onelast cheer, louder than the rest, filled the square and reverberated from the Milestone and the outer
wall of the Amphithester. Krigpos waved to the crowd, then started for the stairs that led down from the
platform. "And how will you celebrate, your Mgesty?" Savianos called after him.

"Not with revelslike the ones Anthimos enjoyed,” Krigpos answered. "Me, I'm just another man with a



family, coming back from thewar. All | want to do right now is see my new baby and my wife."

The palm of Daras hand cracked againgt Krispos cheek. He caught her wrist before she could hit him
again. "Let me go, you bagtard!" she screamed. ™Y ou think you can pull off your robe as soon as you go
on campaign, do you? And with Mavros mother, of al people? By the good god, she must be old
enough to be your mother, too."

Hardly, Krigposthought, but he knew better than to say that out loud. What he did say was, "Will you
listen to me, please?' He was more than alittle appaled. Hed thought of so much on the campaign just
past; he hadn't thought that rumors about Tanilis and him would get back to Videssosthe city so fadt.

"What'sthereto listen to, curse you?' Daratried to kick him in the shins. "Did you take her to bed with
you or not?'

"Y es, but—" She punctuated the sentence by trying to kick him again. Thistime she succeeded.

"Aii!" hesaid. The pain roused his own anger. When she started screaming at him again, he outyelled her.
"If it weren't for Tanilis, I'd be dead now, and the whole army with me."

"Bugger the army, and bugger you, too."

"Why areyou so furious a me?" he demanded. " Anthimos was unfaithful to you twice aday—three or
four times, when he could manage that many—and you put up with him for years."

Dara opened her mouth to screech more abuse a him but hesitated. He enjoyed a moment of relief—the
first moment held enjoyed since he walked into the imperid residence. In dightly softer tonesthan she'd
used thusfar, shesaid, "I expected it from Anthimos. | didn't expect it from you."

Krispos heard the hurt in her voice dong with the outrage. "I didn't expect it from me, either, not exactly,”
he said. "It'sjust that, well, Tanilisand | knew each other along time ago, before | ever cameto the
palaces.

"Knew each other?' Now it was dl outrage again. "That makes it worse, not better. If you missed her so
much, why didn't you just send for her when you got the urge?!

"It wasn't like that," Krigpos protested. "And it wasn't asif | set out to seduce her for thefirgt time. It was
jus—" The more he talked, the deeper in trouble he found himsdlf. He gave up and spread hishandsin
defeat. "1 made amistake. What can | say? The only thing | can think of isthat it's not the sort of mistake
I'm likely to make again.”

Daratwisted the knife. "There aren't another threescore women you knew in those long-lost and
forgotten days out there pining for you now?' But then she hesitated again. "I don't think | ever heard
Anthimos say he made amistake."

One of the things Krispos had learned from repeated meetings with his officers was to change the subject
when he didn't have all the answers. He said, "Dara, could | please see my new son?"

He'd hoped that would further soften her. It didn't work. Insteed, she flared up again. " Your new son?
And what were you doing while | was panting like adog and screaming like aman on the rack to make
your son come into the world? Y ou don't need to tell me with whom you were doing it. | dready know
thet."



"By the letter you sent, on the day Evriposwas born, the army wasfighting itsway north from the
mountainsinto Kubrat. And | wasn't doing anything more with Tanilisthen than traveling in the same
army." What he'd been doing when her letter arrived ... but she hadn't asked him that.

"Then," she said, aword that spoke volumesal by itsalf. She went on bitterly, Y ou even had the brass
to acclaim her to the people today.”

He wondered how she'd learned that. Nothing in Videssos the city flew faster than gossip. He said,
"Whatever you think of me, whatever you think of her, she deserved to be acclaimed to them. | told you
once, you'd be awidow now if not for her."

Daragave him along, cold, measuring stare. " That might be better. | warned you not to trifle with me."

Krigpos remembered what Rhisoul phos had asked him—how would he dare fal adegp beside her? He
sad, "Careful, there. Y ou'd have had no joy bargaining with Harvas Black-Robe over the fate of the
Empire”

"I would have bargained with someone besides Harvas." She was angry enough to add one thing more: "I
gill may. | brought you the throne, after dl."

"And you think you can take it away again, isthat what you're saying? That the only reason | belong on it
isbecause | married you?' He shook his head. "Maybe that was so two years ago. | don't think itis
anymore. | beat Petronas, | beat Harvas. People are used to me with a crown on my head, and they see
| can manage well enough.” Now he glared coldly at her. "And so, if | wanted to, | expect | could send
you to a convent, go on about my affairs here, and get away with it quite handily. Do you doubt me?”

"Y ouwouldn't."

"To save mysdlf, | would. But | don't want to. If we only had amarriage of convenience—" Ashe
groped for the phrase, he remembered Tanilisusing it. He shook his head, wishing he hadn't come up
with the memory a exactly thismoment. "—I think | could put you aside now and not have much trouble
over it. | just told you that. | could have arranged it as | was on the way home from Kubrat. | came back
here, though, because | loveyou, curseit.”

Darawas not ready to givein, or to let him down easy. "'l suppose you'd say the samething if Tanilis had
come back with you."

Hewinced, asif from alow blow. For al hiswishing that Tanilis had lived, he hadn't thought about how
he would handle her and Dara both. Badly was the answer that sprang to mind; between the two of
them, they'd have made mincemesat of him in short order. Darawas doing agood job by hersdlf.

He answered as best he could: "Might-have-beens don't matter. They aren't real, so how can you tell
what's true about them? That just makes for more arguments. We don't need more arguments right now."

"Don't we? | trusted you, Krispos. How am | ever supposed to trust you again, now that | know you've
been unfathful ?"

"It comesintime, if you giveit achance" hesad. "l grew to trust you, for instance.”

"Me?What about me?' Dards eyes flashed dangeroudy. "Don't go twisting things. I've never been
unfaithful to you, by the good god, and you'd better know it, too.”

"I'm not twisting things, and | do know that," Krispos said. "But you were unfaithful to Anthimoswith me,
s0 I've known al aong that you could be unfaithful to me, too. It used to worry me. It used to worry me



alot. It took along timefor meto decide| didn't need to worry about it anymore.”

"You never let on," Darasaid dowly. Shelooked at him asif shewere seeing him for thefirst time. “You
never letonat dl."

"What would have been the point? | dways figured that showing | was worried would have made things
worse, not better, so | just kept quiet.”

"Yes, that'slikeyou, isn't it? Y ou would have just kept quiet about Tanilis, too, and gone about your
busness." But some of the hesat findly left Daras voice. She kept studying Krigpos. In spite of her
temper—and in spite of the good reason held given her for losing it—she was thoroughly practical down
deep. Krisposwaited. At last she said, "Well, you may aswell have alook at Evripos.”

"Thank you." The two words took in much more than her last sentence done. Hed known her along
time. He counted on her to hear that.

Not a servant was in sight when Krigpos and Dara emerged from the imperia bedchamber. His mouth
twisted wryly. He said, " All the eunuchs and women must be afraid to get anywhere near us. What with
the row we were having, | can't blame them."”

"Neither can|," Darasaid, with thefirst haf smile sheld given him. "They're probably waiting to find out
which one of us comes out of there dive—if either of usdoes."

The nursery was around a couple of corners from the bedchamber. Only when Krispos and Dara
rounded the last corner did they encounter Barsymesin the halway. The vestiarios bowed. "Y our
Maesties," he said. With the subtle shifts of tone of which he was amaster, he managed to make the
innocuous greeting mean something like, Are your majesties done sticking knives in each other yet?

"It's—" Krigpos started to say it was dl right, but it wasn't. Maybe intimeit would be. "It's better,
esteemed Sr." He glanced toward Dara, wondering if shewould make aliar of him.

"It's some better, esteemed sir," she said carefully. Krigpos clicked histongue between histeeth. That
would haveto do.

"I'm pleased to hear it, your Mgesties." Barsymes actually did sound pleased. He had to seethe
palm-size patch of red on Krispos cheek, but he made sure he did not noticeit. He bowed again. "If you
will excuse me—" Hewalked past Krigpos and Dara. Palace servants had amagic al their own. Within
minutes everyonein the imperia residence would know whét the vestiarios knew.

Krispos opened the nursery door and let Dara precede him through it. The woman sitting inside quickly
got up and started to prodtrate hersdlf. "Nevermind, Iliana," Krispos said. The wet nurse smiled, pleased
he remembered her name. He went on, "Everything's quiet, so Evripos must be adeep.”

"So heis, your Mgesty," llianasaid. She amiled again, in adifferent way thistime: the haggard smile of
anyone who takes care of ababy. She pointed to the cradle against onewall.

Krispos waked over to it and peered in. Evriposlay on his ssomach. Hisright thumb wasin his mouth.
His odor, the peculiar mix of inborn baby sweetness and stale milk, wafted up to Krispos. Krispos said
thefirst thing that came into his mind. "He doesn't have as much hair as Phogtis did.”

"No, he doesn't,” Daraagreed.

"| think he's going to look like you, your Mgesty,” llianasaid to Krigpos. She seemed obliviousto the
fight heand Darahad just had. If sheld been here by hersdlf with Evriposdl the while, maybe she was. If



30, she had to be the only person in theimperia residence who was. She continued, "Hisfaceislonger
than Phogtis was at the same age, and | think hell have your nose.”

Krigpos examined Evripos again. He found himsdf shrugging. For onething, hed been in the fiddd when
Phostiswas this age, so comparing the two little boys was hard for him. For another, he didn't think
Evripos button of anoselooked anything like his own formidable beak. He asked, "How old ishe now?'

"Six weeks, acouple of daysmore," Dara answered. "He's abigger baby than Phostiswas."
"Second babes often are,” Ilianaput in.

"Maybe he does ook like me," Krispos said. "WEell haveto train him to be always at his brother's right
hand when the time comes for Phogtisto rule.” That won him agenuindy grateful look from Dara: here
with ason surdly his, he said nothing of removing Phostis from the succession.

The nursery door opened. Phostis came in, accompanied by Longinos the eunuch. Thelittle boy was
much more confident on hisfeet than he had been when Krispos set out on campaign. He looked a
Krigpos, asmuch at hisrobes as at hisface. "Dada?’ he said, tentatively.

Maybe he's not sure, either, Krigoosthought. He scowled at himself, then smiled hisbiggest amile at
Phostis. "Dada," he said. Phostis ran to him and hugged him around the legs. He reached down to ruffle
Phodtis hair. "How does he know who | an?" he asked Dara. "Do you suppose he remembers? I've
been gone along time, and hel's not very big."

"Maybe he does. He'sclever," Darasaid. "But I've dso shown him the pictures of old-time Avtokrators
intheir regaiaand said 'Emperor' and 'dada.’ If he didn't recognize you, | wanted to be sure he
recognized the robes.”

"Oh ... That was thoughtful of you," Krigpos said. Daradidn't answer. Just aswell, Krigpos thought. If
she had answered, sheld have been only too likely to come back with something like, Yes, and ook
what you were doing while | was busy reminding him who you were.

"Up," Phosgtis said. Krispos picked him up and held him out a arm'slength so he could look him over.
Phostis kicked and giggled. Krispos had no ideawhom Evripos|ooked like. Phostislooked like Dara: his
coloring, the shape of hisface, that unusua smal fold of skin at the inner corner of each eydlid al recdled
her.

Krispostossed him acouple of feet into the air, caught him, then gently shook him. Phostis squealed with
glee. Krispos wanted to shake him harder, to shake out of him once and for al who hisfather was.

"Dada," Phostis said again. He stretched out his own little armsto Krigpos. When Krispos drew him
close, he wrapped them around Krispos neck. Krigpos hugged him, too. From whosever seed he
gorang, he was afinelittle boy.

"Thank you for helping him to keep mein mind," Krispos said to Dara. "He seems happy to see me.”
"Yes, s0 hedoes." Daras voice softened, most likely because she was talking about Phostis.

L onginos handed Krigpos an apricot candied in honey. "The young Maesty is especidly fond of these."
"Ishe?" Krigpos held the fruit where Phostis could seeit.

Thetoddler wiggled in delight and opened his mouth wide. Krispos popped in the apricot. Phostis made
gmdl nyum-nyum-nyum noises as he chewed. Krispos said, "'l think he has more teeth than he did when



| left thecity.”
"They do keep growing them,” Darasaid.

Phogtisfinished the candied apricot. "More?' he said hopefully. Laughing, Krispos held out his hand to
Longinos. The chamberlain produced another apricot. Krispos gave it to Phostis. " Nyum-nyum-nyum.”

"You'll spoil hissupper,” Ilianasaid. Then she remembered to whom she was speaking, and hagtily
added, "Your Mgjesty.”

"One spoiled supper won't matter,” Krigpos said. He knew that was true, but aso wondered how often it
was wise to say such things. He suspected no one had ever said no to Anthimos about anything. He
didn't want Phostisto grow up that way.

Barsymes stuck his head into the nursery. "Asthe afternoon is drawing on, your Mgesty, Phestosthe
cook wishesto know how you careto dinethis evening.”

"By the good god, one hig, fine supper won't spoil me either, not after eating camp food ever since |l |eft
thecity,” Krispossaid. "Tell Phestosto let himsdf go.”

"Helll be pleased to hear that, your Mgesty,” Barsymes said. "Hetold methat if you asked him to do up
apot of army stew, held leave the palaces.

"He'd better not," Krispos exclaimed, laughing. "1 like good food al thetime, and I've come to enjoy
fancy meals now and again, too. Thisone will be the more welcome after eating plain for so long.”

The vestiarios hurried away to carry hisword back to the kitchens. Krigpos tossed Phostisin the air
again. "And what do you want to eat tonight, your Mgesty?'

Phostis pointed to the pocket where Longinos kept the candied apricots. With afrown of regret,
Longinos turned the pocket insde out. "I'm dreadfully sorry, young Magesty," he said. "'l have no more.”
Phogtis started to cry. Krigpostried cuddling him. Against the tragedy of no more candied fruit, cuddling
did no good. Krispos turned him upside down. He decided that was funny. Krisposdid it again. Phostis
chortled.

"I wish we could so easly forget the thingsthat hurt us,” Darasaid.

Krisposthought that we wasredly an |. He said, "We can't forget. The best we can do isnot let them
rankle"

"l suppose s0," Darasaid, "though vindictiveness has a bittersweet savor in which so many Videssans
delight. Many nobleswould sooner forget their namesthan adight.” Krigpos knew some small measure
of relief that she did not include hersdlf in that number.

Just then Evripos woke up with awhimper. Phostis pointed to the cradle. "Baby."
"That's your baby brother,” Krigpos said.

"Baby," Phostis repeated.

Evripos cried louder. Diana picked him up. Krigpos turned Phostis upside down again, lowered him to
thefloor, and set him down. "Let me hold Evripos" he sad.

Iliana passed him the baby. He took agingerly grip on his son. "Put one hand behind his head, your
Maesy," llianasaid. "His neck still wobbles”



Krigpos obeyed. He examined Evripos anew. The cheek on which the baby had been deeping was
bright red. Evripos eyeswould be brown; aready they were several shades darker than the blue-gray of
anewborn's. He looked at Krispos. Krispos wondered if he'd ever seen anyone with a beard before.
Then he wondered if the baby was old enough even to noticeit.

Evripos eyes opened wide, asif he wasredly waking up now. Hisface worked— "He amiled at me!”
Krispos said.

"He'sdoneit afew times," Darasad.

"Givehimto me, if you please, your Maesty,” Ilianasaid. "Hell be hungry." Krispos returned the baby to
her. He averted his eyes as she undid her smock. He did not want Darato see him look at another
woman's breasts, not now of al times. Evripos seized the wet nurse's nipple and started making sucking
and gulping noises.

"Milk," Phogtissaid. "Baby." He stuck out histongue.

"Y ou werefond of it till not solong ago,” llianatold him, asmilein her voice. Phogtis paid no attention to
her. With such ddlicious things as candied apricotsin the world, he cared for the breast no more.

"Well, what do you think of your son?' Dara asked.
"I think well of both my sons," Krispos said.

"Good." Dara sounded truly pleased. Maybe she knew the words were an offer of truce, but they were
the right one to make. She went on, "Evripos should stay awake for awhile. Do you want to play with
him abit longer when he's done nursng?"

"Yes, I'l do that,"” Krispos said.

Soon Iliana presented him with the baby. " See if you can get him to burp,” she said. He patted Evripos
on the back. At the sametime asllianasaid, "Not so hard, your Mgesty,” Evriposlet out asurprisingly
deep belch. Krispos grinned avindicated grin.

He held the baby for awhile. Evriposwas dtill too small to give back very much. Every so often hiseyes
would focus intently on Krigpos face. Once, when Krispos smiled at him, he smiled back, but his
attention drifted away again before long.

Phostistugged at Krispos robe. "Up," he demanded. Krispos passed Evripos back to Ilianaand lifted
Phogtis. After the baby, the older boy seemed to weigh quite alot. He threw himsdlf backward to show
he wanted to play the upside-down game again.

Krispos lowered him to the floor, then picked him up so they were nose to upside-down nose. "Y ou
trusted methere, didn't you?' he said.

"Why shouldn't he?' Darasaid. "Y ou never dropped him on his head." Krispos clicked tongue between
teeth, hearing her ungpoken as you did me.

Before long Phostis got bored with going upside down. Krigpos returned him to solid ground. Heran
over to atoy chest, where he drew out a carved and painted wooden horse, dog, and wagon. He
neighed, barked, and did an darmingly redlistic impression of the squeak of abig wagon's ungreased
whedls.

Krispos bent down. He barked and neighed, too. He made the dog chase the horse, then made the horse



jump into the wagon. Phostis laughed. He laughed louder when Krispos made loud whed-squeaks and
had the toy dog run off in pretended terror.

He played with Phostisa bit longer, then held Evripos again until the baby started to fuss. llianatook him
back and gave him her breast. Hefell adeep while he was nursing. She set him in the cradle. By then
Krigposwas playing with Phostisagain.

Darasad, "Thismust be your most domestic afternoon in alongtime.”

"Thisismy most domestic afternoon ever," Krispos said. "It hasto be. | never had two sonsto play with
before." He thought for afew seconds. "l likeit."

"| seethat,” Darasaid quietly.
Barsymes cameinto the nursery. "Y our Mgesty, Phestosis ready for you and your lady."

"Isit that time already?" Krigpos said, startled. He looked at where the sunlight stood on the nursery wall,
conddered his ssomach. "By the good god, soitis. All right, esteermed S, well comewith you.” Dara
nodded.

Phosdtis started to wail when Krispos and Darawalked to the door. "He'stired, your Mgjesties,”
Longinos said apologeticaly. "He should have had a ngp some time ago, but he was too excited playing
with hisfather.”

Daras eyesflickered to Krigpos. All he said was, "I enjoyed it, too." No matter who Phogtis father was,
he was addightful little boy. Krispos redized he should have noticed that long ago. In the end, it was
what counted.

Barsymestook Krigpos and Darato the smallest of the severa dining chambersin theimperia residence.
Lamps aready burned there againgt the coming of evening. A jar of wine stood in the center of thetable,
adlver goblet before each place. As he sat, Krispos glanced down into his. "Whitewine," he observed.

"Yes, your Mgesty," Barsymes said. "Asyou've been so long inland, Phestos thought al the courses
tonight should come from the sea, to welcome you back to the fare of Videssosthe city.”

When the vestiarios had gone, Krispos raised his goblet to Dara. "To our sons," he said, and drank.

"To our sons." She aso held the cup to her lips. She looked at Krigpos over it. "Thank you for picking a
toast | can drink to."

He nodded back. "I did try." Hewas glad to have any truce between them, no matter how fragile.

Barsymes brought in acrystal bowl. "A sdlad with smdl squid diced into it," he announced. "Phestos bids
metel you it is dressed with olive ail, vinegar, garlic, oregano, and some of the squids own ink: thusthe
dark color." He served a portion to Krispos, another to Dara, and bowed hisway out.

Krigpos picked up hisfork and smiled, trying to remember the last time held used any utensi| but spoon
or belt knife. Thelast time held been in the city, he decided. He ate aforkful of salad. "That's very good.”

Daratagted hers, too. "So it is" Aslong asthey talked about something safe like the food, they were dl
right together.

At precisely the proper moment, Barsymes regppeared to clear away the slad. He came back with soup
bowls and agold tureen and ladle. A wonderful odor rose from the tureen. "Prawns, leeks, and



mushrooms," he said, ladling out the soup.

"If thistastes as good as it smells, tell Phestos I've just raised his pay,” Krigpos said. He dipped his spoon
and brought it to hislips. "It does. | have. Tell him, Barsymes."

"I shdl, your Mgesty," the vestiarios promised. The sharp taste of leeks, though lessened by their being
boiled, made a perfect contrast to the prawns delicate flavor. The mushrooms added the earthy savor of
the woods where they'd been picked. Krispos used the ladle himsdlf, until the tureen was empty. When
Barsymesreturned to take it away, Krispos held out hisbowl to him. "Take this back to the kitchens and
fill it up againfirg, if you please, eteemed sr.”

"Of course, your Mgesty. If I may make so bold, though, do not linger with it overlong. The other
courses advance gpace.”

Sure enough, as soon as that last bowl was done, Barsymes brought in a covered tray. "What now,
esteemed sir?" Krigpos asked him.

"Roast |lampreys stuffed with sea urchin paste, served on abed of cracked wheat and pickled grape
leaves”

"l expect I'll grow fins by thetime I'm done," Krispos said with alaugh. "What'sthat old saying? 'Whenin
Videssosthe city, eat fish," that'sit. Well, no one could hope to eat better fish than | am tonight.” He
raised his cup to salute Phestos. When he set it down, it was empty. He reached for the jar. That was
empty, too.

"I'll fetch more directly, your Mgesty," Barsymes said. "Can't go through afeast like this without wine,"
Krispos said to Dara.

"Indeed not." She drained her own cup, put it down, then stared across the table at Krispos. "Aswell |
hadn't had any to drink earlier this afternoon, though. I'd have tried to put aknifein you, | think." He eyes
fdl to the one with which sheld been cutting her lamprey.

"You—didn't do badly asit was," he said cautioudy. He looked at her knife, too. "Y ou're not trying to
carve me now. Does that mean—I hope that means—you forgive me?"

"No," she said at once, so sharply that he grimaced. She went on, "It does mean | don't want to kill you
just thisminute. Will that do?'

"It will haveto. If we had somewine, I'd drink to it. Ah, Barsymes!" The vestiarios brought inanew jar
and used aknife to dice through the pitch that held the stopper in place. He poured the wine. Krispos
sad, "Here'sto letting knives cut up fish and not people.”

He and Dara both drank. Barsymes said, "That, your Mg esty, isan excellent toast.”

"lan'tit?" Krigpos said expangvely. He touched the end of his nose. It was getting numb. He smiled. "l
can fed that wine." Hetook another sip.

Barsymes cleared the table. "'l shall return shortly with the main course,” he said. Asusud, hewas as
good as hisword. He set down the latest tray with aflourish. "Tuna, your majesties, poached in resinated
winewith spices”

"I will grow fins," Krispos declared. "I'll enjoy every hit of it, too." He let Barsymes serve him alarge
piece of flaky, pinkish-white fish. He tasted it. "Phestos has outdone himsdlf thistime." Darawas busy
chewing, but made awordless noise of agreement.



"He will be pleased to know he has pleased you, your Mgesties," Barsymes said. "Now, would you care
for some boiled chickpess, or beets, or perhaps the parsnipsin creamy onion sauce?”'

After thetuna, Barsymes brought in abowl of red and white mulberries. Krigpos was normally fond of
them. Now herolled his eyes and looked over at Dara. Shewaslooking a him with asmilarly
overwhelmed expression. They both started to laugh. In an act of conscious—and
conscientious—bravery, Krispos reached for the bowl. "Have to eat afew, to keep from hurting Phestos

fedings"

"| suppose s0. Here, let me have some, too." Dara washed them down with another swallow of wine.
She set down her cup harder than she might. " Strange you worry about the cook's fedings more than
mine"

Krispos grunted, looking down at the mulberries. "1t wasn't something | made a habit of "
"Bad enough once," she said.

Being without agood answer to that, Krigpos kept quiet. Barsymes came in and took away the bowl of
fruit. He seemed willing not to seethat it had hardly been touched. "Would you care for anything else,
your Mgesties?" he asked.

Dara shook her head. "No, thank you, esteemed sir,” Krigpos said. The vestiarios bowed to him and
Dara, then strode slently out of the dining chamber. Krigpos hefted thewinejar. "Would you like some
more?' he asked Dara

She pushed her cup toward him. Hefilled it, then poured what was | ft in the jar into hisown. They
drank together. Only the lampslit the dining chamber; the sun waslong down.

"What now?" Krigpos asked when the wine was gone.
Now Darawould not ook at him. "'l don't know."

"Let'sgoto bed," he said. Seeing her scowl, he amended, "To deep, | mean. I'm too full and too worn to
think about anything el se tonight anyway."

"All right." She pushed her chair back from the table and got up. Krispos wondered if he ought to check
the cutlery to make sure she hadn't secreted a knife up her deeve. You're being foolish, hetold himsdf
as he, too, rose from the table. He hoped he wasright.

In the bedchamber, he pulled off the imperiad boots, then let out along sigh of relief as he clenched and
unclenched histoes. He took off hisrobe and noticed he hadn't spilled anything on it at
dinner—Barsymeswould be pleased. He lay down on the bed, sighing again as the mattress enfolded
him in softness.

Darawas ds0 undressing, alittle more dowly; shedd dways had the habit of deeping without clothes.
Krigpos remembered the first time held been her, the first time held come into this chamber as Anthimos
vestiarios. Her body had been perfect then. 1t wasn't quite perfect anymore. After two births, her waist
was thicker than it had been. And with the second one so recently past, the skin on her belly hung alittle
loose, while her breasts drooped softly.

Krigpos shrugged. Shewas gill Dara. He il found himsdlf wanting her. Ashed told Tanilis, it was
rather more than amarriage of convenience. If he wanted it to remain so, he suspected he ought to stop
thinking about what he'd told Tanilis. That seemed dreadfully unfair, but hed learned agood ded of life
was unfair. He shrugged again. Unfair or not, you went on anyway.



"Get up, please," Darasaid. When Krispos did, she pulled back the spread, leaving just the sheet and a
light coverlet. "It'sawarm night.”

"All right." He did under the sheet and blew out the lamp that stood on the night table. A moment later
Daragot into bed with him. She blew out her lamp. The bedchamber plunged into darkness. "Good
night,” Krispossaid.

"Good night," she answered coally.

The bed was big enough to leave agood ded of space between them. Here | am, returned in triumph,
and | might as well be dleeping alone, Krisposthought. He yawned enormoudy. Hiseyes did shut. He

dept.

Hewoke at sunrise the next morning with abladder full to bursting. He glanced over a Dara. Sheld
kicked off the covers some time during the night, but was still peacefully adeep. Carefully, so asnot to
wake her, he got out of bed and used the chamber pot. He lay down again. Daradid not wake.

Hedid toward her. Very, very gently, histongue began to tease her right nipple. It crinkled erect. She
gmiled in her deep. All a once her eyes opened. She stiffened, then twisted away from him. "What are
you trying to do?" she snapped.

"| thought that would be plain enough,” he said. ™Y our body answered mine, or started to, even if you're
angry with me."

"Bodiesarefools" Darasaid scornfully.
"Aye, they are," Krispos said. "Minewas, too."

Sheld opened her mouth to say something, and likely something harsh. That made her shut it. Even o,
she shook her head. ™Y ou think that if | liewith you, well be foolstogether and I'll forget about what you
did."

"l don't think you'll forget." Krigpossighed. "1 wish you could, but | know better. Not even the mages
have amagic to makethings asif they'd never happened. But if we do lie together, | hope you will
remember | loveyou." He nearly finished that sentence | love you, too. One hagtily swalowed syllable
stood between him and disaster, anearer brush than in any fight against the Halogal.

"If we areto live as man and wife, | suppose well have to be man and wife," Darasaid, asmuch to
herself asto Krigpos. Her lip curled. "Otherwise, you'd surely take your nets and go trolling for other
women. Very well, Krispos; asyou will." Shelay back and stared up at the ceiling.

Hedid not go to her. Sucking in adeep, irritated breath, he said, "I don't want you just to be having you,
curseit. That was Anthimos sport. | don't carefor it. If we can't meet halfway, better not to bother when
we're angry at each other.”

Shelifted her head from the mattress to study him. ™Y ou mean that," she said dowly.

"Yes, by thegood god, | do. Let'sjust ring for the servants and start the new day." He reached for the
crimson bell pull by hisside of the bed.

"Wait," Darasaid. His hand stopped. He raised a questioning eyebrow. After amoment she went on,
"Let it be a—a peace-offering between us, then. | can't promise to enjoy it, Krispos. | will do more than



endureit.”"

"Areyou sure?' he asked.

"I'msure ... Begentle, if you can. I'm not that long out of childbed.”

"I will," he promised. Now he reached out to clasp her breast. Her hand closed on his.

Their lovemaking was, perhaps, the strangest hed known— certainly the most salf-conscious. Both her
physica frailty and knowing she remained just thisside of furiousat him constrained him until hewas
amogt afraid to touch her. Despite her pledge, shelay till and ungtirred under his caresses.

Her jaw was clamped with apprehension when he entered her. "Isit dl right?" he asked. She hesitated,
congdering. Findly she nodded. He went on, as carefully as he could. At last he gasped and jerked, even
then cautioudy. Heredlized hewaslying with al hisweight on her. He did out of her, then away from

her. "I'm sorry," he said. "1'd hoped to please you better."

"Never mind—don't worry about it," she answered. He looked at her in some surprise, for she sounded
serious. Then she nodded to show she was. Shewent on, "1 told you | doubted | was happy enough with
you to take full part init now. But | noticed how you did what you did, how you were careful with me.
Maybe | even noticed that more because | wasn't swept away. Y ou wouldn't have been so ... regardful if
| were just so much convenient flesh to you.”

"I've never thought of you like that," Krispos protested.

"A woman often wonders," Darasaid blegkly, "especialy awoman who has known Anthimos, and most
especidly awoman who, when her husband goes away while she must stay behind, learns he's found
some other convenient flesh with which to ddly for awhile. Me, | mean.”

Krispos sarted to say, "It wasn't like that.” But knowing when to hold histongue had served him well
through the years. Thiswas as good atime as any, and better than most. He knew he was right—what he
and Tanilis had done together was far more than dalying with convenient flesh. At the moment, though,
being right mattered little; if he pressed it, being right wasindeed liable to be worse than being wrong.
Peace with Darawas worth giving her the last word.

What he did say, not even abest late, was, "I'm no Anthimos. | hope you've noticed.”

"l have," shesaid. "l was quite sure of it till you went on campaign. Then—" She shook her head. "Then |
doubted everything. But maybe, just maybe, we can go on after dl.”

"I want usto," Krispos said. "I've packed alifetime's worth of upheavalsinto the last two years. | don't
need any more.”

Suddenly Daramade awry face. She quickly sat, then looked down between her legs. Krispostook a
few secondsto be sure the snort shelet out was laughter. She said, " The maidservant who changesthe
bed linen will be sure weve reconciled. | supposewe may aswell.”

"Good," Krispossaid. "I'm glad.”
"I... think I am, too."

With that Krispos had to be content. Considering how Dara had greeted him the day before, it was as
much as he could have hoped for. Now he did yank at the bell pull. Barsymes appeared as promptly and
dlently asif heldd been conjured up. "Good morning, your Mgesty. | trust you dept well?!



"Y es, thank you, esteemed gir."

The vestiarios brought him apair of drawers and pointed to arobein the closet. Krispos nodded at his
choice. Barsymes drew out the robe. Krigpos et the eunuch dress him. Daramust have used her bell
pull, too, for aserving maid came in while Barsymeswas fussing over Krigpos. She helped Darainto her
clothes and combed out her shining black hair.

"And how would you care to break your fast thismorning, your Mgesty?' Barsymes asked.

Krigpos dapped hisbelly with theflat of hishand. " Seeing that | ate enough for three starving men last
night, I hope Phestos won't be put out if | just ask for asmall bowl of porridge and half a stewed melon.”

"| trust hewill be ableto restrain his chagrin, yes," the vestiarios agreed blandly. Krisposgave hima
sharp look—Barsymes wit was drought-dry. The chamberlain turned to Dara. "And you, your

Majesty?"

"Thesame asfor Krigoos, | think," shesaid. "I shal so inform Phestos. No doubt he will be pleased to
find the two of you in accord.” With that oblique comment on yesterday's fight, Barsymes strode out of
the imperid bedchamber.

When the vestiarios cleared away the few breakfast dishes, Krispos knew he ought to start in on dl the
scrolls and parchments that had piled up &t the palaces while he was on campaign. The most pressing
business had followed him even to Fliskavaos, but much that was not pressing remained important—and
would swiftly become urgent if he neglected it. But he could not make himsdlf get up and attend to
business, not on hisfirgt full day back in Videssosthe city. Hadn't he earned at |east one day of ret?

Hewas il arguing with himsalf when Longinos brought Phogtisinto the dining room. "Dadal" Phogtis
exclaimed, and ran to him. Krigpos decided the parchments could wait. He scooped up Phostis and gave
him anoisy kiss.

Phostis scrubbed at his cheek with the pam of his hand. After amoment, Krispos realized the boy was
not used to being kissed by anyone who wore abeard. He kissed him again. Phostis rubbed again.

"Y ou're doing that on purpose, just to confuse him with your whiskers,” Darasaid.

"If he getsto know me, he hasto get to know my beard, too," Krigpos answered. "Thelord with the
great and good mind willing, I'll be able to Say in the city long enough now to keep him from forgetting
me"

Darayieded. "May Phos hear that prayer." Phostis stood up on Krispos lap. He wrapped hisarms
around Krigpos neck and made aloud kissing noise. Krigpos found himself grinning. Darasmiled a
mother's amile. She said, "He seemsfond of you."

"He does, doesn't he? That's good." Krispos glanced to Longinos, then to the doorway. The eunuch,
trained to the nuances of paace service, gave ahalf bow that turned his plump cheeks pink, then stepped
into the hdl. Krispos lowered his voice and said to Dara, ™Y ou know, &t last | find | don't care who his
father redlly was. Hesafinelittle boy, that'sall."

"I've thought so all dong,” she answered. "I never wanted to say it very often, though, for fear of making
you worry more about that than you would have otherwise." She studied him, nodding thoughtfully asif
he'd passed atest.

Hewondered if he had. Was he showing maturity about Phogtis lineage, or merely resgnation? He didn't
know himsdf. Whatever it was, it seemed to please Dara. That practica consideration carried more



weight with him than any fine-5oun point of philosophy.
He chuckled. "What?' Dara asked.
"Only that I'd never make a good sorcerer or theologian,” he said.

"Y ou're probably right," shereplied. "On the other hand, precious few sorcerers or theologians would
make agood Avtokrator, and you're shaping pretty well for that."

Hedipped his head to her in sllent thanks. Then, al unbidden, Harvas rose to the surface of hismind.
Harvas had been theologian and sorcerer both, and wanted to rule the Empire of Videssos. What sort of
Avtokrator would he have made? Krispos knew the answer to that and shuddered at the knowledge.

But Harvas was menace no more, thanksto Tanilis; even if he could not speak of her to Dara, Krigpos
reflected, how could he erase her from his memory? Maybe one day the sorcerer would arise and
threaten Videssos again, but Krispos did not think it would be any year soon. If it did happen, hewould
dedl with it as best he could, or Phostis would, or Phostis son, or whoever wore the Avtokrator's crown
insome digant time.

With theinfalible ingtinct palace servants devel op, Longinos knew he could come back into the dining
room. "Shall | take charge of the young Maesty again?' he asked Krispos.

Krigpos expected Phostis to go to the eunuch, with whom he was far more familiar. But Phostis stayed
closeby. "I'll keep him awhile, if it'sdl right with you, Longinos,” Krigpossaid. "Heésmine, after al.”

"Indeed, your Mgjesty. Phos has blessed you—blessed you twice now." The chamberlain'svoice, not
quite tenor, not quite dto, was wistful. Phos would not bless him, not that way.

When Krispos got up from the table and went out into the hall, Phostis toddled after him. He dowed his
sepsto let thelittle boy keep up. Phostiswalked over to a carved marble display stand and tried to
climb up it. Krigpos didn't think he was strong enough to knock it over, but took no chances. He lifted
Phogtisinto hisarms.

Displayed on the marble stand was a conical helm once worn by aMakuraner King of Kings, part of the
spail from aVidessan triumph of long ago. On the wall above the hemet hung a portrait of the
fierce-looking Avtokrator Stavrakios, who had beaten the Halogai in their own country. Every time
Krigpos saw it, he wondered how he would measure up in Stavrakios uncompromising eyes.

Phodtis pointed to the portrait and frowned in intense concentration. "Emp'ror,” he said at last.
"Yes, that'strue," Krispos said. "He was Emperor, along time ago.”

Phostiswasn't finished. He pointed to Krispos, dmost sticking afinger in hiseye. "Emp'ror,” he said
again, adding amoment later, "Dada.”

Krigpos hugged the little boy. "That's true, too," he agreed gravely. "1 am the Emperor, and your dada.
Cometo think of it, young Mg esty, you're an emperor yoursdf." Now he pointed a Phostis. "Emperor.”

"Emp'ror?' Phogtislaughed, asif that were the funniest thing he'd ever heard. Krispos laughed, too. It
was a preposteroudy unlikely notion, when you got right down toit. But it was aso true,

Krispos hugged Phostistighter, till the boy squirmed. Every year, so many, many peasants|eft their farms
and cameto Videssosthe city to seek their fortunes. Unlike dmost dl of them, held found his.



"Emperor,” he said wonderingly. He lowered Phostis to the floor. They walked down the hall together.



