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A Little Backstory
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HMMM, WHERE TO START, where to start...do I explain the background of The Zemnian Series, my trilogy in an ever-growing number of volumes? The cultural influences and allusions in this and all the other books? The language and naming conventions? Why and how I came to write these books? These are the difficult choices that face an author writing an epic fantasy series.

I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to clarify the overall structure of the series. I originally envisioned it as a trilogy, starting with The Midnight Land, continuing with The Breathing Sea, and ending with The Dreaming Land. Each book would follow one central character and her heroic journey to some kind of wisdom, courage, and self-understanding.

But as Robert Burns tells us, the best laid schemes gang aft agley. Each of the three books flourished wildly as I tried to tell their stories, and I ended up splitting them into two or three volumes for ease of printing and publication. I recommend viewing the entire thing as a TV series, and each of the multi-volume books as a season, with each volume as an episode. Why not? If TV-watchers, hardly the most erudite and sophisticated of mortals (and I count myself amongst their number), can grasp something like that, then surely readers can too.

And now for some historical background: At the end of The Breathing Sea, the previous season/miniseries, its heroine Darya Krasnoslavovna had just decided to go as an emissary of Zem’ to the Rutsi, who are fleeing into, or possibly invading, her land in order to escape from the invaders of their own land. 

Dasha dreams of making the world, or at least her corner of it, a better place, one in which Zem’ can live in harmony with their neighbors, and humans can live in harmony with non-humans, instead of locked in cruelty, exploitation, and killing. She even takes an oath before the gods that she will do no harm to any living thing, and that she will not allow the killing of wolves or the capture and confinement of other wild animals, and she swears that her line will uphold her pact. 

Dasha is a visionary—she even has actual visions—and an idealist (I modeled her in part off of the Buddha), and while she knows that the road ahead will be long and hard, she cannot help but believe that soon, if only people could see the truth that she sees, Zem’ will become, if not an earthly paradise, at least a much better place.

But things rarely work out the way we want. In the intervening 100+ years between the end of The Breathing Sea and the beginning of The Dreaming Land, humans have not suddenly become dramatically better than they were before. While most people more or less—sometimes less, as we shall soon see—adhere to the prohibition against killing wolves that Dasha instituted, the overall harm done to the creatures of the forest and the land they roam has if anything only increased, and the creatures of the barn and farm are as unprotected as they ever were, something that Valya, our heroine of these books, has to wrestle with as she digs into the trade in all kinds of flesh, human and non-human alike.

And while Dasha was successful in preventing the Rutsi, the Tanskans, and the distant empire from the Middle Sea from overrunning Zem’ completely, it was a very close thing, with the Rutsi uniting and nearly taking Krasnograd during the reign of Dasha’s granddaughter Raisa. You can read about that in the free collection Winter of the Gods and Other Stories, available here. They were repelled with the help of the mighty steppe army, but the experience left deep scars and caused a rift between the different branches of the Zerkalitsy, the ruling family of Zem’. It is now up to Dasha’s great-granddaughters, the first cousins, or as the Zemnians call them, second-sisters, Valya and Sera, to heal the breach and their country, even as they face an insidious but growing threat from their borders to both the East and the West...

***
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A NOTE ON WEIGHTS AND measures: The Zemnian measurement of distance is a verst (pronounced vyorst), which is approximately the same as a kilometer. The currency is a chervonets. When counting the plural is chervontsa for amounts ending in 2,3, and 4, and chervontsev for amounts ending in 5 and above (20 chervontsev, 21 chervonets, 22 chervontsa, and 25 chervontsev. If you’ve ever taken Russian, it will all make sense, and if you haven’t taken Russian, now you’re really going to want to).
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Epigraph
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Night darkness lies on the hills...

The river roars before me.

I am sad and at ease; my sorrow is bright...

Nothing torments my desolation, 

Nothing disturbs it.

And once again my heart burns with love,

Because love it must.

Aleksandr Sergeyevich Pushkin
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Chapter One
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I WAS TEACHING MY DAUGHTER to ride when the summons to Krasnograd came.

Well, not exactly teaching her to ride. Like any child of the steppe, she had started riding before she could walk, and at eight, she was already an accomplished horsewoman. But I was trying to teach her the finer points of training a young horse to jump. It was already apparent to all three of us—her, me, and most especially Romashka, the poor pony I had chosen for our ill-advised training session—that this had been a big mistake, as neither my daughter nor I were known for our patience. 

But since neither were we known for our willingness to give up, even when doing so would be advisable, we were stubbornly pressing on, growing ever more short-tempered, until a woman I didn't know appeared by the fence of our paddock and saved us from our own foolishness.

“Valeriya Dariyevna?” she called, bowing. “May I have the honor of a word with you at your earliest convenience?”

“Let her trot around and look at the rails one more time, and then walk her out and put her away,” I told my daughter. “She’s had more than enough for the day, poor thing. Give her an apple, too.”

“Next time I think you should ride her, or have Irina Yaroslavovna work with her,” said my daughter. “Trying to tell me what to do isn’t working and doesn’t make any sense, especially when you don’t have a plan yourself.”

“If you don’t practice, you’ll never learn,” I told her. “Repetition is the mother of learning. If you want to become as good as Irina Yaroslavovna, you'll have to practice lots.” For such was my daughter's ambition, to become as skilled a horsewoman as Irina Yaroslavovna, our mistress of horse. It was a laudable ambition, and one I encouraged, and perhaps it would have been better served by having Irina Yaroslavovna herself conduct my daughter’s lessons. Such thoughts often come after the fact, at least to me.

“Is that Miroslava Valeriyevna?” asked the unknown woman, bowing in my daughter’s direction. “Greetings, young princess!”

My daughter waved at her distractedly and then, to my relief, trotted the long-suffering Romashka, who had never done anything in her blameless three years of life to deserve being made my daughter’s practice pony, over the poles scattered around the paddock without incident, and then pulled her up and began walking her out. Innochka, the stable girl in charge of Romashka, came over and said she could take care of things from there, and I turned to see what my surprise visitor wanted.

She was a few years older than me, and had the lean figure and weathered face of someone who spends most of her time on the road. “A messenger?” I asked.

“From Krasnograd, Valeriya Dariyevna,” she said with another bow. “From the Tsarina herself, in fact.”

So, something serious, then, but, judging by her manner, not too serious. If the Empress were, say, dead, she would not have been so calm. Probably the long-threatened summons.

“Is the Tsarina calling me to Krasnograd, then?” I asked.

“I see tales of your acuity have not been exaggerated, Valeriya Dariyevna,” said the messenger, with another bow. “She begs me to deliver this message from my hand directly into yours, and to await your reply, before returning at all speed to convey your answer.”

“You're very fair-spoken for a messenger,” I said, taking the scroll case she handed me. I noted her slanted gray eyes, wide sharp cheekbones, and lithe slender body of a steppe warrior. In a certain light we could be sisters. “Are we by any chance kin?”

“Very distantly, Valeriya Dariyevna,” she said with yet another bow. “My mother is a many-times younger sister of the Stepnaya line. The Empress took me into her service in order to carry the most sensitive messages, ones that could only be entrusted to blood kin. Do you have a reply, Valeriya Dariyevna?”

“Well, I'll have to go, obviously,” I said, having opened the scroll case and read the message by then. It merely said, in what I recognized to be the Tsarina’s own hand, Come to Krasnograd at once. Bring Miroslava. Your sister. I rolled it up and put to back in its case. “At once, it seems.”

“Very good, Valeriya Dariyevna. When should I say you can be expected to arrive?”

I looked up at the sky. It was a fine summer day, the Black God take it, and it was likely to be a fine summer day the next day and the next. No excuses for delay there.

“Two weeks,” I said with a sigh. “Two weeks from tomorrow. No doubt we will be ready to set off tomorrow morning, and the weather is fair. Even at Miroslava’s pace, it should take us no more than two weeks, perhaps less if we are lucky.”

“Very well, Valeriya Dariyevna. I will set off directly to convey your response.”

“At least spend the night,” I said. “You should rest after your journey, and it’s a sad day when a Stepnaya can't stay at Stepnoy Dom.”

The messenger bowed yet again, but said, “Thank you, Valeriya Dariyevna, but I must set off as soon as I have a fresh horse. Irina Yaroslavovna has already promised to have one saddled for me.”

“Oh very well,” I said. “What prompted all this haste, anyway?”

“I'm sure I couldn’t say, Valeriya Dariyevna,” said the messenger, bowing again and disappearing into the stable in quest of a fresh horse, leaving me to inform my daughter and the rest of my family that Miroslava and I would be setting off for Krasnograd first thing the next morning, the gods help us.

***
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PREDICTABLY, MIROSLAVA was thrilled down to the marrow of her bones at the news, and just as predictably, my parents were not.

“What do you think it is?” fretted my mother, while my father looked at the scroll with distaste and said, “It’s not as if she’s even your real sister.”

My mother and I both gave him a look.

“Well, not your full blood sister,” he said. “Only a second-sister.”

“Second-sisters are still sisters,” I said, sounding rather grim about it, to which my father could muster no argument. My poor father was not particularly cut out to be Prince Stepnoy and father to the Empress’s second-sister. No one who looked at him or spoke with him would ever guess that the blood of generations of steppe warriors flowed through his veins. He was tall and thin and had long wispy brown hair going to gray and was only at home amongst his books and his scrolls and his herbs, and really would have been better off at a sanctuary, which is where both my uncle and my brother had elected to end up, after the wolf incident that we all preferred not to speak of.

“Could it be about...the Eastern situation?” my mother said apprehensively. “I know you wrote to her about it, and so did I, but...”

“I’d like to think so,” I said. “But then why would she send for me to come to Krasnograd? If it were about that, I’d think she’d send someone out here, not order me to present myself there.”

“Well then, do you think...Valya, do you think she’s going to...name Mirochka as her...her successor?” asked my mother. Just as my father was no one’s idea of a steppe prince, no one at first glance would have guessed that my mother was a Tsarinovna, daughter, sister, and aunt to empresses. And possibly grandmother, if the succession played out in my daughter’s favor or disfavor, depending on how you looked at it. Where I came from, the gods alone knew.

Both my parents had sworn a dozen times over that I was their true-born daughter and heir, and it was most likely true, but I resembled neither of them in mind or body. No one who had met me had ever doubted for an instant that I was the daughter of Tsarinas and steppe warriors. Luckily for all of us, since either the governance of the Stepnaya province, or the rule of all of Zem’, was going to fall to me eventually, and that was a burden that someone in the family needed broad shoulders for, and it was handy that that someone was obviously me. 

I had even managed to conceive an heir by my twentieth summer, which was more than most of my family could say. Out of wedlock, which didn't matter so much, but I hadn’t followed up yet with a second one, which did matter a lot. Both Stepniye and women bearing Imperial blood were thin on the ground right now. Which could mean...

“I don’t know why the Tsarina summoned us,” I told my mother. “But I think if she were about to name Mirochka formally as her heir, she would have sent more of an escort. It wouldn't do for the future Tsarinovna not to be brought into Krasnograd by a dozen of the Imperial Guard’s best men, and a whole gaggle of princesses, too. No, I suspect something else.”

“Like what?” my mother pressed, as if my heavy face shouldn't have already told her.

“Marriage,” I said. “She’s been threatening to make alliances for both me and Mirochka for years. I wouldn’t put it past her to finally make good on her threat.”

My father wrinkled his nose in distaste, but my mother cheered up at that prospect. “And perhaps that’s for the best, Valya,” she said. “It’s high time you took a husband and gave Mirochka some sisters, and there’s certainly no use in hanging around waiting for...well, never mind. But perhaps she could find you an eligible match, someone worthy of you—perhaps someone of high blood who wouldn't mind coming out to the steppe—I’m sure there are many young princes who would be glad to join us out here—and it wouldn’t be so bad to have her make a match for Mirochka, as well. 

“Not that we can force anything on them, of course, but throw them together and one thing will lead to another...I’m sure she knows of many boys of noble blood whose mothers would be glad for us to foster them, and then he could be raised here amongst us and brought up to be a fit companion for Mirochka, instead of having to take our chances when she’s older—you know how faithless young princes can be—I mean, I’m sorry, my dear, I didn't mean it like that, but you do know, and this way there would be no danger of that, and, well...”

“Yes,” I said, in order to stop her. To be honest, I was only partially convinced by my own arguments. It seemed like there had to be something more, something besides just a marriage, although... “Well, we'll find out soon enough, won't we?” I said. “And now perhaps I should make our arrangements. Whatever else the Tsarina wants from me, she wants me to present myself in Krasnograd as soon as possible, and that won’t happen on its own. I need to go speak with Irina Yaroslavovna about horses.”
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WE SET OFF THE NEXT morning as early as could be expected, given that I had had to muster up an escort and a wagon and pack horses to supply us. I would have preferred to travel light, but with Mirochka joining us, and an Empress waiting for us at the end of our road, that was not to be.

The journey was as unremarkable as two-week journey across the steppe could be. Mirochka was bored and whiny part of the time, and the rest of the time required constant watching to keep her from getting into mischief. We lost a day due to a torrential rain, and as soon as we left the steppe (I couldn’t help but think it was an omen) one of the packhorses stepped on a stone and bruised her foot, requiring us to redistribute our load and leave her at the next waystation, but other than that, our trip was without incident, and all too soon we were in the fertile black earth region of the Krasna riverlands and approaching Krasnograd.

Mirochka's excitement reached a fever pitch as we came in sight of the walls and the forty forties of towers of Krasnograd, so that I feared I would have to take her off her pony in order to keep both of them safe. It was her first time seeing it, as the only time I had come here since her birth, I had left her behind with my parents at Stepnoy Dom.

I was rather less excited to be returning, but I put on a brave face for her and told her as much about Krasnograd as I could. I also avoided the East Gate, which was the most direct entrance to the city from our road, and instead circled around to the South Gate. In the past generation the shantytown of Outer Krasnograd had been cleared away from the South and West Gates, so that one could ride in and out of the city there without witnessing the muddy alleys, leaking shacks, and other signs of the squalor that marked Outer Krasnograd. 

Of course, the squalor had simply moved to the East and North sides of the city, so that there was now what amounted to practically a second city outside the real city’s walls, but one that consisted entirely of poverty and desperation, without any of the green parks and fine buildings that graced the better parts of Krasnograd proper. The road to the East Gate was particularly unpleasant, leading as it did past the stockyards and abattoir whose filth and misery fed the heedless dwellers of the walled city. Including, when I was there, me, as my mother had rebelled against the Imperial oath made by our foremother Darya Krasnoslavovna, and raised me and Mirochka in that rebellion too.

I couldn’t help but suspect that Mirochka and I would be called upon to honor the terms of Darya Krasnoslavovna’s oath, and that we would be able to ride past the abattoir without any personal guilt, but it was still (I thought with weak-willed squeamishness) not a sight for a little girl. It was something that Mirochka would need to see someday, but it should not be her first introduction to Krasnograd. Let her see that—although I doubted it myself—there was something to it other than cruelty. There would be plenty of time for disillusionment later. 

So, although part of me condemned my actions as cowardly and hypocritical, I took us well around Outer Krasnograd and up the broad, smooth road to the imposing South Gate, which was solid enough to withstand an army and yet had gold filigree that flashed from the top of the wall in the sun.

The gate guards, all with the round rosy faces and round blue eyes of black earth boys, straightened up as soon as I gave my name, and said that the Tsarina had left orders for our party to be escorted directly to the kremlin as soon as we put in an appearance, and for us to be given lodging there.

“My family has a house here in Krasnograd,” I said. “There’s no need for us to be quartered in the kremlin.”

“Your father’s family has a house here, begging your pardon, Valeriya Dariyevna,” replied the guard with a bow. “But the place for your mother’s family is in the kremlin. The Tsarina ordered us to convey those words exactly. She would like you to stay with her there, just as you did the last time you were here, for she may have need of you again.”

“Did she also ask for those words to be conveyed to me exactly?” I asked. The mention of my last stay in Krasnograd was not a good sign. Not a good sign at all.

“Not as such, Valeriya Dariyevna, but she did say something like that,” said the guard nervously, put off by the intensity of my question.

“I see.” I was liking this less and less, but perhaps I was overreacting. Just because my previous two visits to Krasnograd had ended in disaster didn’t mean that this one had to as well. “Of course we would be honored and delighted to accept the Tsarina's hospitality,” I told the guards, since there didn't seem to be any way out of it, and Mirochka’s eyes were shining at the thought of staying in the kremlin. 

I tried to forget the ominous reference to last time. Perhaps keeping us in the kremlin would be the best way to ensure that we would be forced to mingle with whatever princes she had in mind for us, if that was in fact what she had in mind. She was certainly planning something, something that seemed to involve bringing me closer to my mother’s family and to the throne.

I wondered (growing ever more worried) what had brought this on. Second-sister to the Tsarina I might be, but despite the issue of succession, I had always been treated, and was accustomed to thinking of myself as, the Stepnaya heir, not another Zerkalitsa. The old Tsarina, my mother's sister, had been very careful to make it clear that her daughter, not her sister, would inherit the Wooden Throne and the rule of Zem’. 

Following the Western invasion and its successful repulsion by the steppe army, she had married my mother off to the only child of Princess Stepnaya at the first opportunity, thereby renewing the blood ties between the Stepniye and Zerkalitsy, and ensuring that the issue of the Stepnaya succession, which was precarious due to the unfortunate fact that the old Princess Stepnaya had only had a single son, was resolved in Krasnograd’s favor. The steppe army may have saved Krasnograd from the enemy at its gates, but that only made it more imperative that it be kept under the firm hand of Krasnograd’s rule. No one loves a conqueror, even one on their own side.

Claiming the double right of Stepnaya blood on her mother’s side, and marriage to a Stepnoy prince for her own part, my mother became the new Princess Stepnaya, and I was her heir in turn. My mother had retired gratefully from Krasnograd to the steppe, and it had been assumed that I would spend my life out there with her, ruling the steppe as the next Princess Stepnaya when the time came. 

But all that had been thrown into doubt when I had borne a daughter, while my second-sister had had nothing but a succession of sons, each one leaving her more weakened than the last. The last time we had spoken, when I had been preparing to leave Krasnograd, despairing of the future and out of favor with the other princesses yet again, she had said that Mirochka and I could not be allowed to rusticate forever on the steppe, and that the time would come when we would be called to Krasnograd to take up our position as Zerkalitsy. It appeared that that time had come, much as I might wish it hadn’t. Serving the Zerkalitsy, especially when one was a Zerkalitsa, tended not to go so well for the server.

Mirochka, though, seemed unaffected by my misgivings, which I had never shared with her anyway, and looked this way and that and questioned the guards about everything strange and new that she saw, which was everything, since we had no cities on the steppe. The guards answered her questions indulgently, and by the time we reached the kremlin, appeared completely charmed by her. I tucked that information away to consider later. Mirochka had never had occasion to charm strangers before, but it seemed she had a knack for it. There could be worse skills for the heir to all of Zem’ to possess.

There was a slight hitch when we arrived at the kremlin and stablehands came to take our horses away. Mirochka did not want to entrust her pony, or any of the other horses, to strangers, and it was only when the kremlin's own mistress of horse came out and assured her personally that our horses would receive the best of care that she agreed to relinquish her reins to the waiting groom, and then only with reluctance and with many dire threats as to what would happen of any harm should befall any of our mounts.

I attempted to quiet her and to assure her that her fears were groundless, but all the guards and stablehands appeared not to take it amiss, saying with approving smiles that they could see Mirochka was a steppe princess as well as a Zerkalitsa, and they wouldn't want to curb her fiery spirit for anything. While I approved of the sentiment in principle, at the moment I found Mirochka’s fiery spirit rather annoying, and it was all I could do to keep my patience with her and with everyone else as we finally, finally left our horses and baggage with the servants and allowed ourselves to be escorted inside.

The kremlin was just as I remembered it from my previous visits: large, with long wide corridors leading to massive halls, and everywhere bustling with servants and guards and petitioners and princesses and all the other folk who populate the seat of Zem’’s rule.

Despite her earlier brave words, Mirochka was overwhelmed by it all, and took my hand without being directed to do so. When serving women came and led our companions off to the chambers they had been given, while informing us that we were to be taken directly to the Tsarina, Mirochka’s grip on my hand grew quite death-like, and she clung to my side all the way down the long whitewashed corridors and into the Hall of Council.

To my relief, since I didn’t know how Mirochka would react to a crowd, there were only half a dozen people there, but as one of those people was the Empress, the Hall of Council seemed very full. Even though she was my sister, I always felt as if she took up all the space in any room she happened to be occupying. My heart was beating faster than I would have liked to admit, and I felt dizzy, to my shame. The last time we had seen each other had been in her private chambers, and there had been blood and fear and great oaths sworn. 

Seeing her here in the Hall of Council again, where she was meant to be, caused something to squeeze in my chest the way that it did sometimes when I looked upon Mirochka and realized how dear she was to me, but I could not reach out and take her into my arms the way I could with Mirochka. Most likely she would wish to forget all that had passed between us when I was last in Krasnograd, and would greet me just as she would any other noblewoman presenting herself in the kremlin. And most likely that would be easier for me as well.

“Greetings, sister,” said the Empress, rising as we approached the dais. “I see you have arrived in good time, just as you promised. An auspicious start to your sojourn here with us in Krasnograd, my dearest Valeriya Dariyevna. And this,” she continued, ignoring my bow and stepping off the dais, “must be my second-niece, Miroslava Valeriyevna.”

She smiled kindly at Mirochka, and then moved to embrace me. I allowed it, trying not to betray the shock I felt when, as she drew me close, I realized that she was with child. It was still early yet, I could feel, early enough that it was not visible under the loose sarafan she was wearing, but her firm rounded belly pressed unmistakably against me, and when she stepped back and looked me in the eyes, my expression must have shown her that I knew, for she smiled a smile of half-joyful, half-chagrined admission, before withdrawing from me and smoothing her face into a look of Imperial welcome once more.

“I trust your journey was uneventful?” she asked. “You look hale and hearty as always, my dear sister.”

“As uneventful as could be expected, Tsarina,” I told her, surprised at how well my lips moved and how smoothly the words came, given the state of shock I was in. My sister with child! After all that had happened...I wrenched my mind away from that. There would be time to confront her about it later. “And we are delighted to be here and ready to be of service the moment you should deign to call upon us. The honor that you...”

“Oh, enough of that, Valya,” she said, smiling the girlish smile she liked to use with me. It seemed odd, almost wrong, that someone destined for such a grave situation in the world, and who truly was a woman of great power and force of will, should be able to smile like that, as if thrones and empires and the rule of nations weighed only lightly upon her. “I am overjoyed that you were able to come, and so promptly, too! And to bring your darling daughter at last to Krasnograd. My dear, let me look at you.” She knelt down in front of Mirochka, causing a stir amongst her attendants, and looked her in the face. “How old are you now, dear, eight?”

“Eight,” confirmed Mirochka, and bobbed a quick bow just to be sure, almost hitting the Empress’s face with her own and then clutching my hand even harder in her confusion.

“You’re a fine, large girl for eight,” the Tsarina observed. “And no doubt very active. Do tell me, my dear, what are your accomplishments?”

From another woman it would have sounded condescending, but from her it sounded genuine, and Mirochka, after a quick glance at me, relaxed and answered proudly, “Riding, and shooting, and fighting with a short sword—although mama says I may have a long sword when I am big, like she is—and tracking, and herding—well, only a bit, as yet, but when I’m bigger and can ride a full-sized horse I will be allowed to do it more—and I am also learning which wild plants are good to eat, although I don’t know how to cook yet. Mama is teaching me a bit about camp cooking, and says I will learn more when I’m big enough to lift the pots over the fire without burning myself.”

“Very impressive,” said the Empress. “I see you’re a true steppe princess, my dear.” The nobles around us all grimaced in distaste at those words, but my sister only looked up at me and raised an eyebrow. “Tracking, Valya?”

“Reading sign can be the difference between life and death on the steppe,” I told her, trying not to sound defensive.

“And can she read words on paper as well?”

“Mama has taught me my letters, and I can spell my name and hers,” Mirochka put in. “And we read a book together this spring. She promised that we would read more books in the winter, when we would have time.”

“Well, I’m glad of that, at least,” said the Empress. “You seem a very promising young woman, my dear.” She stood back up and cocked an eyebrow at me again. “Can she really track, my dear Valya? And shoot? And forage for wild plants on the steppe?”

I stroked Mirochka’s hair soothingly, since I could feel that she was starting to become angry over having her abilities questioned. “She is but a child, Tsarina,” I answered. “But I would still bet on her tracking abilities over any one of your fine princesses here in Krasnograd. And while she can only draw a child’s bow as of yet, she can hit her target nine tries out of ten. I would...”

“Yes, I’m sure you would, Valya,” said the Empress, cutting me off before I could become too heated in Mirochka’s defense. “I have no doubt that your flesh and blood is very resourceful and would put any of us Krasnograders to shame...on the steppe.” She gave Mirochka a considering look. “I see her blood runs true,” she said. “She has the look of Darya Krasnoslavovna, and no mistake.”

“I am glad to hear it, Tsarina,” I said. I had never met Darya Krasnoslavovna, but the Empress, who was a good ten years older than me, remembered her fondly from her girlhood, and took after her in body as well as inclination. Now that I looked at Mirochka and my sister together, I could see the resemblance, down to the red in their hair. The Northern heritage, which seemed to have passed me by entirely. It was silly, as I’d seen Mirochka almost every day since she had been born, but for the first time I saw how much she took after my sister and how little she took after me. It would not have worried me, except for the hungry look that my sister gave her. My sister, after all, needed a daughter much more than I did.

“Well, we must speak of that and many other things,” said the Empress. “We have many things to speak of, Valya. I have my own news to give you, and I have received the letters you sent me, detailing your concerns about...the situation in the East. But I will stop detaining you and allow you to refresh yourselves after your journey. And then I must beg you to join me for some supper after you are washed and changed. In my chambers, I think, a little family party. And tomorrow we will have a feast to celebrate your arrival.” She nodded at one of the attendants who were loitering a discreet distance away from us, and the woman bowed and disappeared silently out a side door. The Tsarina, my sister, folded me in an embrace once more.

“I’m so glad you’re here, Valya,” she said into my ear, her arms hugging me convulsively as her rounding belly pressed against my side. A little shiver of alarm ran up my spine. Something was wrong here: wrong with my sister and wrong with Krasnograd, and somehow I was going to have to make it right. 

“I am always glad to be of service, Tsarina,” I told her. I knew that that was not what she wanted to hear, that she wanted something more of me, but it was what I had to offer and I meant it sincerely, even as the little shiver of fear ran all over my body and told me that whatever had prompted her to summon me here to Krasnograd, it was more than whatever I could have guessed back home on the steppe. My service would be more than mere words before the end, I was sure of it.
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Chapter Three
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THE DINNER WITH THE Empress started off innocuously enough.

I had, much to Mirochka’s disapproval, steamed and scrubbed us within an inch of our lives and stuffed us both into our best sarafans, something to which she took particular offense, as at home neither of us wore gowns from one moon to the next. Trousers were ever so much more convenient for riding, and no one on the steppe would think that a princess was lowering herself by dressing like a man. 

But here in Krasnograd noblewomen wore gaudy sarafans that came down to the tips of their boots and held enough gold and silver to serve as armor in a pinch, and right now I was determined that we would also wear sarafans when dining with the Tsarina, distasteful as the experience was to both of us.

“My dear Valya,” said the Empress as soon as we were shown into her private chambers. “I see you have refreshed yourselves from the road, but I must apologize for the laxity of my maids. Surely they could have taken better care of your clothes. I will have new ones assigned to you immediately.”

“There is no need, Tsarina,” I told her quickly, bowing as low as I could in order to soften the refusal. “I dressed us both myself. Your maids are blameless.”

“I see. Well, in that case, my dearest Valya, you must allow me to have some of my attendants fit you with some new gowns. Is that the same one you wore when you were last here three years ago?”

“Yes, Tsarina,” I admitted. I even managed not to grit my teeth. What in another woman would have been snide was in her merely taking a benevolent interest, but here in the Krasnograd kremlin I was suddenly ashamed of my rumpled, out-of-fashion sarafan, and having it thrown in my face, even with the best of intentions, was paining me more than I thought it should.

“I take it, then, that there is not much call for fine sarafans and headdresses back on the steppe?” she asked, raising her left brow in the way that she did that was so charming, and that almost took the sting out of her question. For a moment I was distracted, jolted as I had been by our discussion of Mirochka’s appearance and her resemblance to the Empress and to Darya Krasnoslavovna, by the glint of fire in Sera’s brow, showing up as it did against her milky-white skin. Too white, I thought, and too milky. Despite all her appearance of health, the pregnancy was already starting to tell on her.

“No, Tsarina,” I admitted, forcing myself not to search her face for further signs of ill health.

“Well, and perhaps that is just as well, but, my dearest Valya, I fear that you and your darling Mirochka will have to array yourselves in our fashions, at least during public occasions. Not that either of you need any adornment, you are both so handsome, but it would please me so much to see you both looking as fine as possible. I would have everyone in Krasnograd know that you are both my most valued guests and kinswomen.”

“As it please you, Tsarina,” I said, with another bow.

“Now Valya! Please! We are sisters, you know. Enough of this ‘as it please you, Tsarina’ nonsense. I have a name, and if a sister won’t use it, who will?” She smiled at me again, and I was struck against my will by the strain behind the warmth in that smile.

“As it please you, Serafimiya Raisovna,” I said.

“Oh please! Call me Serochka, as you did when we were girls together—or the last time you were here.”

“I don’t know that we were ever girls together, Sera,” I said, choosing to ignore her reference to my last visit to Krasnograd. “Seeing as you were already a young woman when I was toddling around in diapers.”

That made her laugh, and she chatted lightly as the food was brought in and the table laid, asking me about my family and telling me about her own minor doings until her husband and three sons came in and joined us and we all sat down at the small table and ate the excellent supper. The strain behind her smile seemed to ease as she ate, and I began to hope that perhaps it had just been hunger and tiredness, which certainly plagued women with child, and that there was nothing seriously wrong with her and that I had only been called here in order to solidify the ties between us and demonstrate to the world that the steppe still stood behind Krasnograd, ready to defend but never, never to conquer.

“Now, boys,” she said as the maids were clearing away the table. “Take your sister Miroslava Valeriyevna and show her your games, won’t you? I’m sure she would be delighted to see them.” Noticing my expression at the thought of Mirochka leaving us, she patted my hand and said, “Don’t worry, my dear Valya, my boys will take care of her, and two guards and a nursemaid will be with them in case, I don’t know, an invasion breaks out or something while we’re sitting here.”

“May I go, mama?” asked Mirochka, clearly intrigued by her new brothers and the promise of new games and toys. Somewhat guiltily, I reflected that there had not been many toys and games in her life, and certainly no brothers. Not that she lacked companionship or things to do, but learning to shoot and track was not the same as carefree play with the finest toys money could buy, something that was her birthright just as much as her steppe upbringing had been.

“Of course, but,” I leaned down and whispered into her ear, “you must be very careful with your new brothers! I fear they are much more fragile than you!”

“I will, mama!” she promised, giggling at the thought of the oldest boy, Ruslan, who was four years older and more than a head taller than her, requiring delicate handling. The four of them went off, accompanied as promised by two guards and a nursemaid, to the nursery to play.

“She’s a fine girl, Valeriya Dariyevna,” said Sera’s husband, watching her go. “You must take great pride in her.” His expression was wistful as he said it, and so, for a moment, was Sera’s.

“As you must in your sons, Vyacheslav Irinovich,” I told him.

“Ah yes, our sons,” said Sera. “We do indeed take pride in them, Valya. I love them, and take pride in them, and they will never want for anything, never, not as long as any of them shall live. But they are not daughters, are they?”

There didn’t seem to be any answer to that, so I merely nodded, while the wistfulness on Vyacheslav Irinovich’s face deepened into sorrow. He had a fine, elegant, intelligent face, rather like my father’s, and sorrow suited it, but I would have rather not seen the sorrow, even so. He was, to the best of my knowledge, devoted to Sera, and she to him, and their union would have been ideal in every way, except for the lack of an heir. Three boys, and at least as many miscarriages, every one more damaging to her health than the last, and yet here she was with child again.

“Tsarina,” I said abruptly. “Sera. Forgive me, but I must speak plainly. I could not help but notice that...your condition. Are you sure it is wise?”

“Wise, Valya?” she asked with a smile. “Why would it not be wise?”

“Your health, Sera. I know how much you suffered with the boys, and how...how close we came to losing you the last time I was here, during the last...the last incident. You promised me then that that was the last attempt you would make, and I swore to you that Mirochka would be ready to take up her place at your side, if you should need to call upon her, and you promised to summon us to Krasnograd when that time came. 

“When I first saw your messenger, I assumed that that was why you had sent for us, but now I am at a loss to explain our presence. I know that she is not the product of a lawful marriage, and that thus far her upbringing has not been that of an heir to the Wooden Throne, but she is of the Zerkalitsa line and she and I are ready to serve you, whenever you may need us, however you may need us. 

“Do not endanger yourself for no reason, Sera. Zem’ needs you. Surely—if you will forgive me for saying so—it is not too late. Last time you saved yourself just in time, and this time too you could end this...this madness before it ruins you entirely.” I stopped just as abruptly as I had begun, surprised to realize that my cheeks were burning and my breath was coming fast. “Please don’t do anything to endanger yourself, Sera,” I said. “I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to you.”

“Oh, Valya...” She had to stop to wipe her eyes, before smiling again and continuing, “Blood will tell, will it not? I knew the moment you were born that I had been given a gift in you. Although,” she tried to smile, “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you make such a long speech before. You’re not normally so...chatty.”

“I chat a lot inside my head. This time I just let it come out.”

She smiled and reached over and stroked my cheek. “And you meant it, did you not? You would give me yourself, and Mirochka too, if it meant keeping me safe?”

“Of course, Sera. Without a moment’s hesitation. I have already promised.”

“Yes you have. I do not forget the...the extraordinary honor you did me the last time, when you promised that I could have anything I would ask of you, including your life and that of Mirochka as well, if I would only save myself from what all agreed was my inevitable death. And so I did. I credit you with saving me: your courage, your loyalty, Valya, that are more than any sister could expect, even an Empress.

“And yet this time I fear I must go through with this, Valya. How it came about...I had not intended for this to happen, and yet I had been thinking and thinking of how cruel it was to make you and Mirochka my heirs, and how Zem’ would be thrown into disarray if...if Mirochka were to inherit. You know they might tolerate it, although I fear there would be some initial mutterings, and no small amount of opposition from the black earth princesses, but ...well, perhaps they’d accept her eventually, but there would be some hard feelings because of her...situation. 

“I even thought for a moment of making Ruslan my heir—after all, some princesses do pass on their titles to their sons, if the need is dire, or they find them suitable partners to rule with them, as was done with your father—but I fear that would throw the country into even worse disarray than handing the throne to you and Mirochka. Inheritance through the male line is much too chancy a thing to risk an empire on. 

“Anyway. I had been thinking and thinking those thoughts, and then one day I realized what had happened, even though I had thought it impossible. I have consulted with the healers, Valya, the best Krasnograd has to offer, and they all agree that risky as it is to go through with it, ending it now would be even riskier, so I decided that perhaps it was for the best. Perhaps this means my own daughter will finally be given to me. Are you disappointed, Valya?”

“Disappointed?” I asked. “Why disappointed?”

“Because if it should be a girl, then she would come before you and Mirochka in the succession.”

“If you are safely delivered of a healthy girl, Sera, then I swear to you I will serve her for the rest of my life with joy in my heart.  Nothing would make me happier. I would be the most devoted aunt Zem’ has ever seen. But...”

“But nothing, Valya. I knew I could count on you.”

“But what if it does not go well?” I continued stubbornly. “What then?”

“Then, Valya? Well, that is why I called you here. But I feel—I have a presentiment—that this time I will bring an heir into the world. At long last, an heir for Zem’, with no question of her heritage and no chance that she would cause any divided loyalties amongst the princesses. I have decided that this is one of those flashes of our foremothers’ gift of foresight, and that it will come to pass.”

“But what if...” I swallowed and then plowed on, “what if it does not go well for you, Sera?”

She looked at me. “If I must die in blood and pain to bring forth this heir, then so be it, Valya, so be it.” Her voice was not loud, but the conviction in it chilled me even more than anything else I had seen so far. I wondered how much she had foreseen.

“Please, Sera...” I said, not sure what I was going to ask but pleading with her anyway.

“It is decided, Valya,” she said, with the voice of the Tsarina. “It is decided. What will be, will be.”

“I..” I looked away, and caught sight of Vyacheslav Irinovich’s face, and wished I hadn’t. Whatever I felt about this wretched business, at least I was not directly involved in its conception. Vyacheslav Irinovich looked like a man who wished he could take back his entire life and do it over again, and I dare say that was accurate. But that was possible for none of us. The only way out of this for any of us was forward, little as I liked to think of what could be lying ahead for us. “As you say,” I said. “What will be, will be. But oh Sera! Zem’ does not deserve you!”

“Oh, whoever does?” she said with a smile. “But it has me even so. And you too, Valya, whom it deserves even less. I summoned you here for a reason, you know, even if it was not the one you expected.”

“I am ready to serve, of course.”

“And yet you doubt the wisdom of the service I will request, given what I have just told you. Oh Valya!” she said, on seeing my face. “How could I not guess your thoughts? I know you better than you know yourself.”

“No doubt that is true, Sera. But I am ready to serve nonetheless, even if I think it is folly that you ask. Although if it is folly, I will probably argue very hard against it.”

“I’m sure that is the case, Valya. Oh, and Valya, I have not forgotten all that you wrote me of in your last letters. We must discuss it seriously, you and I together, and then with the Princess Council. But, I think, it can keep, at least for a few days. I have two requests for you, you see, or maybe more, some more trifling than others, but requiring your immediate attention.”

“Which are?”

“Let us start with the trifling one, Valya. You must get married.”

“If that is the trifling request, Sera, then I fear to think what the serious request will be!”

“Oh Valya! Not that I consider marriage a trifle—but you know what I mean. You are not a love-struck young girl, your head filled with dreams of romance, who balks at the idea of a sensible marriage. You know you must get married; in fact, you promised me last time that you would if I asked it. Well, I am asking it, Valya.”

“Very well. Do you have someone in mind?”

“Several someones, in fact, Valya. I chose several suitable young princes, in the hopes that one of them would suit you.”

“That is very kind,” I said, and meant it. Many an empress would not have been so considerate. “Do these young men know what you have intended for them?”

“I thought it best to discuss it with you first, Valya. I wanted to let you make your choice, and woo him a little, and then, if he seemed receptive, we could approach the young man and his family with an offer. But until then, let us keep it between ourselves. I see no need to fuel rumor and speculation and hard feelings by letting it be known that there is something of a competition between them.”

“Certainly,” I said. “Do these young men have names? Do I know any of them?”

“Some of them, perhaps, Valya, or at least their families.”

Something about the way she said it made me prick up my ears. “I’m not going to like your choices, am I, Sera?”

“Well, you see, the thing is, Valya...”

“They’re all black earth princes, aren’t they?” I demanded.

“How did you know?” she asked, surprised for a moment out of her embarrassed hesitancy.

“Oh, lucky guess.”

“I’m sure it was more than that, Valya. You always were sharper than a whole box of knives. I’ve always wondered if you weren’t gifted that way, even if it never seemed exactly like the gifts that usually run in our family. But if you think about it, it shares many similarities with what...”

“Yes-yes,” I interrupted her. “I see things that others don’t, just like our foremothers did, even if it’s not exactly foresight or farsight or the gift of seeing into the hearts of women, or the visions that Darya Krasnoslavovna had. I’ve had these thoughts too, Sera, and I honestly don’t know what to believe. But the issue of my possible giftedness doesn’t matter now. You want me to marry a black earth prince, don’t you?”

“Yes, Valya, I do.” She looked me straight in the eyes and said firmly, “You already bring me the steppe, Valya, so there’s no point in you marrying a boy from another steppe family, and besides, as far as I know, the steppe is peaceful—amongst itself. There is no contention amongst the steppe princesses, is there?”

“Not that I know of,” I admitted. “Everyone seems content with my mother’s rule, such as it is.”

“Your rule, you mean, Valya. Everyone knows who sits in judgment on the steppe.”

I shrugged. “I know of no discontent on the steppe,” I said.

“Not on the steppe, no, but the rift between the steppe and the rest of the country has only grown since you drove back the Rutsi and the Tanskans. Not that we are not grateful, but no one can forget that you were strong when the rest of us were weak, and standing tall when others fall breeds fear.”

“Krasnograd and the rest of the country should be down on their knees thanking us! If it weren’t for us...”

“Yes-yes, I know, I know. If it weren’t for the steppe, all of Zem’ would be the vassal of a foreign land and the slaves of the men who rule there. But reminding people of that is unlikely to endear the steppe to them. Furthermore, the steppe has always been independent, more so than the other provinces, and that is another cause for mistrust and resentment.”

“You would be wise to let the steppe continue to remain independent, Sera,” I warned her.

“And I shall, Valya, I shall, but there is no need for you to marry a steppe prince and further your insularity. You must marry someone from elsewhere, as you very well know. This breach must be healed, and you are the only one who can do so.”

“Ye-es,” I agreed. “I know there’s no one else. But I am hardly suited to be a healer, Sera.”

“Slava is from the Breathing Sea,” she said, ignoring my words, “and there is already talk of a match between Ruslan and Princess Severnolesnaya’s heir. So the North is firmly allied with us. But the black earth princesses grow restless. They have been complaining more and more of late that too much power has been given to the outlying provinces, and that outsiders will one day sit the Wooden Throne.”

“Mirochka...” I said.

“Mirochka is your daughter, Valya, and no one else’s, do you understand? The rest of her parentage can hardly be acknowledged, especially amongst the black earth princesses. Her very existence is an insult to them; that has been made clear to me. But if you were to marry, lawfully marry, one of their sons, that would put things in a very different light. Or so I believe.”

“Very well,” I said, trying not to sound too disgruntled about it. After all, it was only the same conclusion I’d already come to on my own.

“And besides, Valya, it is not as if you have always shared the steppe disdain for black earth men,” she said. She smiled at me as she said it, and then laughed at the glare I gave her.

“Well, I suppose I did promise to sacrifice whatever needed to be sacrificed if you needed it,” I said gloomily. “So who are these men you have in mind for me, Sera? I suppose I should at least consider their merits before pronouncing my judgment upon them.”

“Well, I should start by saying I thought it best to choose young princes for you, Valya, which narrowed down the field somewhat—no widowers or older men for you.”

“Why?” I demanded. “Princess Malokrasnova’s older brother...”

“Is forty if he’s a day.”

“But he’s still a black earth prince, and a valuable alliance...”

“True, Valya, but do you really see yourself married to a man more than ten years your senior?”

“Why not?” I asked, feeling contrary, but also curious. “We’re doing this to forge an alliance, not provide me with a lover, and older men might be more...stable. Sensible. Easier to convince of the necessity of this alliance. Princess Malokrasnova’s older brother, for example...”

“I don’t think Princess Malokrasnova’s older brother is particularly interested in...marriage,” interjected Vyacheslav Irinovich. “At least not with you, Valeriya Dariyevna, if you will pardon me for saying so.”

I thought back on my few interactions with Princess Malokrasnova’s older brother. “Well, that certainly explains a number of things. But it doesn’t negate what I just said, and he might be glad to have the protection of a wife.”

“Really, Valya?” asked Sera, raising an eyebrow at me yet again. “You really think you’d marry a man almost half again your age, and turn a blind eye as he dallied with guards and stableboys?”

“If necessary for the alliance!” I said.

“Your devotion is admirable, Valya,” said Sera dryly. “In fact...” she turned more serious, “to be honest, I don’t think you’d be happy if you weren’t sacrificing yourself for something. You’ve always thirsted for it, you know.”

“Arranged marriage?”

“No, sacrifice. You wouldn’t be happy if there weren’t...difficulties along the way, ruts in the road, battles to be won, blood to be lost...”

“Not in love! Not in marriage!”

“Yes in love, Valya, and in marriage too. After all, it isn’t as if love or marriage turn you into a whole new person. You’re still the same person you’ve always been, just, if you are lucky, kinder, more generous, more complete—a better version of yourself. But yourself nonetheless, and your self, Valya, likes to leap over obstacles, strike down enemies...you know, fight. Strive. Sacrifice. 

“So here is your chance. Your chance to be you—the direct descendent through the female line of Miroslava Praskovyevna, and all our other foremothers who brought the world to its knees and bent it to their will with blood, steel, and cunning. Because the gods know that you’re the only one in whom the line runs true. No, don’t argue with me. The rest of us, ever since Darya Krasnoslavovna, have been nothing more than ordinary, despite all our illustrious heritage. Some dreadful taint through the male line, perhaps, but none of us have lived up to Darya Krasnoslavovna’s potential, none of us have been any more than what you’d expect after she was married to some inoffensive Zapadnokrasnov in order to shore up support amongst the Western princesses. She told me once, you know. That he was a perfectly pleasant husband, but...”

“But perfectly pleasant husbands don’t always give you daughters who bend the world to their will. For that you need a man with spirit,” I put in.

“Well...” I hoped that my eyes were deceiving me when they told me that Sera was trying not to give Vyacheslav Irinovich a sidelong glance. “Yes. There was talk of her taking a foreigner as a husband, you know. And I think that sometimes she wished she had. That would have freshened the line nicely, and maybe things would have turned out differently for all of us.”

“Maybe. But not necessarily better. You can only have so many women who bend the world to their will before it falls apart completely.”

“Perhaps. But you need some. And now may be the time. Now may be the time for us—you—to bend the world to our will, and choose a man with enough spirit to father a daughter whose name and whose blood will run down through the ages.” She smiled. “A mighty task, and who better than you to undertake it? I know how much I am asking of you, Valya, so I will try to make it...enough of a challenge that you will enjoy it, but not so much that you will hate me forever, or, the gods forbid, fail at it. So if you really think that Princess Malokrasnova’s older brother is the right kind of challenge for you, then I won’t stand in your way. And...” she started to smile, “some women do find that sort of thing...attractive. To watch, you know. You could make it a condition of the marriage.”

“Only if the guards and stableboys were young and very handsome,” I said. “And even so...no, I think it would be best if that...aspect of our life together were to remain a secret, even from me. Especially from me. We would have to negotiate some other kind of arrangement. But in all seriousness, Sera, if marrying him is what is needed, then that’s what I’ll do, and if there are...certain things that I have to overlook, then I will. After all, this won’t be a love-match; I know that perfectly well. You would see that I can be...tolerant about that sort of thing. As you said, I like a challenge.”

“And when he contradicted you, or disobeyed you, or refused to go along with something you considered essential?”

“Well...do you really think he would?”

“Yury Yarmilovich Malokrasnov? I’m sure of it, Valya, and given that he’s almost half again your age, I’ve no doubt that he’d be trying to order you about like your own father in no time. Now tell me, Valya, what do you think you’d do if your own husband tried to act like that to you?”

“I’d...I’d set him aside,” I admitted.

“Which we simply can’t be having, Valya. Given that we are planning a marriage alliance here, it is essential that we choose someone to whom you have a reasonable chance of remaining married and not offending his family within six months of the wedding. No, Valya, I think you need someone young and biddable, who won’t be arguing with you at every turn. If I know you, Valya, simply






















































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
R

“E,

—W_ﬂ-’:’(ﬁ'im IH A‘—‘xu-/~

€P Clark





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





