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			PROLOGUE



			THE BEAST

			How to describe a mind seen from the inside? Metaphor is a weak reed, but metaphor is all we have. And so—

			The mind of the Beast was a hurricane.

			In the center was the Beast’s core, a pulsing, writhing mass of tightly webbed darkness. It was surrounded by a wind that screamed through the non-space, smearing out streamers and tendrils of darkness into a ragged accretion disk. These were the shredded, broken shards of minds absorbed by the Beast, moments torn from lives and thoughts ripped into a tangle, whirling around and around the core in a terminal spiral. When they finally impacted, reduced to their most elemental pieces, the Beast absorbed them into its bulk and so grew ever larger.

			Beyond the frenetic violence of the center was a calmer interval, where the winds were not quite as strong. Here the minds were left in larger fragments—a child wailing in terror, a soldier cowering during a cannonade, a young woman embracing her lover. Memories repeating over and over, echoes of the people they’d once been. A few even larger pieces were aware enough to perceive their surroundings, shouting desperate questions or threats into the uncaring mindscape.

			New minds popped into being at the periphery, as in the real world the Beast continued to spread, taking body after body. They were tiny hurricanes in their own right, dust devils spinning inside the greater gale. For the most part, they didn’t last long. Few minds had the necessary strength of will to adapt to this strange environment, to hold themselves together against the pull of the Beast. Eventually, they lost their sense of self and tore apart, to be drawn into the core and devoured.

			Far below—if that term had any meaning here—was an unfathomably complex network of silver lines, shimmering with coruscating bolts of lightning. These were the bodies of the Beast, viewed from the inside. Separated, but always connected here, laid bare before the demon’s controlling intelligence.

			It would not be correct to say that the Beast moved through the mindscape, because the mindscape was the Beast. But its focus of attention could flit at will from the core to the periphery, down to the network of bodies and out through their senses into the real world. The demon reveled in the freedom, the sense of scale. It had spent a thousand years crammed into a single body, packed into a space barely big enough for a human mind. Now it blossomed outward like a flower, fueled by the never-ceasing torrent of fresh victims.

			Its first flowering, so long ago, had been stunted, incomplete, and ultimately disastrous. But it had been young and foolish then, newly born, ignorant of the human world and its complexities. A thousand years of digesting new minds—even the trickle the Black Priests had allowed it, a fresh one only when the old body died—had made it canny, and it had planned deep. Last time, it had kept its bodies together, and they had all been hunted down. It would not make the same mistake again. Bodies were already being squirreled away, hidden against disaster, so that if worse came to worst, it could always begin anew.

			I will not be banished again.

			In the process it had, annoyingly, discovered its own limitations. It could ingest new minds only so fast, for example. And its ability to control its bodies was limited by physical distance—too far from the core and they no longer had enough strength to convert fresh bodies, and after a few hundred miles it lost its hold on them entirely, leaving them empty husks. But the larger it grew, the faster it could eat and the farther it could reach. Eventually, every human in the world would be a part of it. It would breed new children, consume them as well, and continue on forever.

			I will not be stopped.

			Its attention was drawn back to the mindscape, where one of the little hurricanes seemed to be maintaining its shape against the steady pull of the core. That took uncommon determination, and the Beast examined the mind more closely. Its flavor was familiar.

			Janus bet Vhalnich. The name sparked a hint of disgust deep in the Beast’s center. It felt a brief irritation. That was Jane Verity’s emotion, and it had grown far beyond the template her meager mind had imprinted, sloughed her off like a butterfly shedding a cocoon. It wondered how much Jane had influenced the decision to capture Vhalnich in the first place. He brought knowledge I need, in any event. And a potentially useful body.

			“I’m flattered by the attention.” It wasn’t speech, as such, but a close equivalent. Janus was addressing the Beast, which would have made it raise an eyebrow, had it possessed one. “Can you understand me?”

			“I can.” The Beast’s voice was like thunder. “I am impressed. Not many can hold on to their sense of self without a body as an anchor.”

			“I do the best I can,” Janus said. The hurricane of his mind wobbled slightly, then settled down again. “It may help that I spent a great deal of time in my own head in any case.”

			“But I am curious why you persist,” the Beast said. “It must be such an effort. Better to let go, dissolve into me, and be done. You cannot put it off forever.”

			“I can put it off for a little while longer. That’s all humans can ever manage, isn’t it?”

			“I could, of course, destroy you,” the Beast said idly. “Tear you to shreds. It would be as easy as dragging a finger through the soap scum in a bath.”

			“I would rather you did not. You have my body and my knowledge. Perhaps my mind can be useful as well. I am—I was—a general, and you may have need of one.”

			The Beast laughed, a crackle of warring lightning. “Need, little mind? Do not speak to me of need.”

			“You must need something,” Janus said.

			“I will grow,” the Beast said. “I will consume. Forever.”

			“But you have enemies,” Janus said. “What can threaten you?”

			The Beast’s voice dropped to a growl. “The devourer. Infernivore. It must be destroyed.” The Beast searched the memories it had accumulated, including Janus’ own. “Winter Ihernglass bears it for the moment. She must be killed. And the Thousand Names, where its summoning is recorded, must be destroyed. Then I will be secure.”

			There was a moment of silence, aside from the ever-present howl of the wind.

			“That should be straightforward,” Janus said. “Would you care to hear my plan?”

			Another flaring, actinic laugh. “You amuse me, little mind. Go on.”

			“I think,” Janus said, “this is where I—that is, my body—may be useful . . .”

		

	
		
			PART ONE


		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE


			RAESINIA

			“Is that all?” Raesinia said.

			“Nearly, Your Highness,” said the royal dressmaker, a plump, red-faced woman who towered over her diminutive monarch. “One more, if you please. Take a breath and hold it.”

			Raesinia complied, and the dressmaker whipped a knotted cord around her middle with expert speed. She muttered to herself and tugged it a bit tighter, then looked.

			“Wonderful. Thank you, Your Highness. I must say you are very lucky to have such a slender frame. And such beautiful skin! You will look magnificent.”

			Raesinia caught her own gaze in the mirror over the dressmaker’s shoulder and rolled her eyes. Stripped down to her underthings, she could see the truth clearly enough. I look like a child. And she always would.

			Her unaging state could be inconvenient, but her actual appearance had never really bothered her. It could be useful even—with the right outfit, she could pass for a boy, and political opponents had a persistent tendency to underestimate her. She’d never particularly wanted male attention, though it had occasionally come her way regardless. Poor Ben, who tried to protect me and died for it. Now, though . . .

			“One in sea green, I think,” the dressmaker was saying. “And one in that lovely Hamveltai crimson. I know just the supplier. And then—”

			“I leave it entirely in your hands,” Raesinia said. “But you must excuse me. There’s a great deal of business to attend to.”

			That was wrong, she realized at once. A queen didn’t ask a servant to excuse her. I should tell her to go. But politeness had been ground into Raesinia since her earliest education, and now that she was back in the palace, all the old lessons had resurfaced.

			“Of course.” The dressmaker bowed deeply. “I am honored by your custom, Your Highness.”

			Joanna opened the door. The large, silent woman and her slim, more talkative partner, Barely, were on permanent detachment from the Girls’ Own as Raesinia’s personal guards. Their presence had already become a comforting part of her landscape, and it was hard to imagine that she’d once been without them. They’d been part of the group that rescued her from the Penitent Damned and Maurisk’s Directory, and they’d stayed at her side through the horrors of the Murnskai campaign. While Joanna was resplendent in a well-tailored blue-and-silver dress uniform, Raesinia had no doubt that the sword and pistol on her belt were extremely functional. Even with Vordan more or less at peace, it was a comforting thought.

			“Tell Barely to send the girls in, please,” Raesinia said.

			Joanna nodded and leaned out the door. She never spoke, but she and her partner had a private language of hand signals that let her make herself understood. Raesinia was resolved to learn it herself someday. When I have time.

			Someday I’ll have all the time in the world.

			Two young women in palace livery swept in and went to work, silent and efficient. Raesinia stood stock-still, raising or lowering her arms as required, feeling a bit like an articulated dummy. On campaign with the army, she’d mostly gotten away with reasonably practical riding outfits, and before that she’d still been in official mourning for her father. Now, though, with the echoes of the victory celebrations still fading from the palace and life returning to something like normal, standards had to be maintained. Or so said Mistress Lagovil, the intimidating head of the palace staff, and Raesinia hadn’t yet worked up the nerve to argue with her.

			One of those standards, apparently, was that the queen couldn’t be seen in any outfit that she could possibly don under her own power. Raesinia had pushed for a little practicality—she did have work to do, whatever Mistress Lagovil might say—but that still meant yards of lace and silk, carefully matched with rings, bracelets, combs, necklaces, and whatever else could be scrounged from the Royal Jewelhouse. To Raesinia’s eyes the final effect was, at best, “sparkly.” She’d been raised to appreciate palace fashion, but the lessons had never really sunk in.

			Mistress Lagovil had apologized for the sorry state of the wardrobe, and indeed the rest of Ohnlei. The palace had been sacked once by the revolution and again when Janus’ army had been quartered there. Furniture had been broken up for firewood and drapes torn apart for uniforms and bandages. Much of the staff was gone, fled or drafted into the army, and only a handful had returned despite the end of the war. The nobles who’d once lent their splendor to the court were still mostly hunkered down at their country estates, waiting to be sure the storm had well and truly passed, and Raesinia couldn’t say she blamed them.

			At least some of the more tedious rituals had been temporarily suspended. Raesinia could take her meals in her quarters—the Grand Hall had been used to stable cavalry mounts and was still being cleaned out—and there were few dignitaries who required official receptions. No one suggested going hunting. Privately, Raesinia dreaded the day the full splendor of the palace was restored. Before her father’s death, her days had been as tightly regulated as a clockmaker’s apprentice, jammed with lessons, formal dinners, court outings, and other official occasions.

			Once she was dressed, Raesinia took a few tentative steps in front of the mirror, to confirm that she could walk without anything falling off. It wasn’t a bad dress, really, a deep Vordanai blue accented with silver, flattering to a figure that didn’t have much to flatter. Raesinia rolled her eyes at herself again, signaled her approval to the maids, and followed them out into her private chambers.

			Eric was waiting for her, practically vibrating with nerves, and Raesinia stifled a sigh. It really wasn’t his fault, as he’d been thrust into a job he’d had no preparation for—he’d been a clerk doing the palace accounts until Raesinia had asked Mistress Lagovil for an assistant, and he was still overawed by the royal presence. He was competent enough, but . . .

			No but. It’s not his fault that he’s not Sothe. Every time she saw Eric’s too-serious face, struggling to maintain the constipated expression he associated with proper dignity, Raesinia missed her old maidservant. Maidservant, bodyguard, spy, assassin. Friend. She’d left, after thwarting Orlanko’s assassins on the final night of the Murnskai campaign. Where are you, Sothe?

			“Your Highness,” Eric said. “You look lovely. And the dressmaker has given me her assurances that everything will be ready before—”

			Raesinia waved a hand. “I’m sure she’ll do fine. What do we have today?”

			Eric looked down at the leather notebook he always carried. “The Duke of Brookspring is expecting you in twenty minutes, Your Highness. Then lunch with Mistress Cora, and you agreed to grant an audience to Deputy d’Andorre.”

			See? I do have work to do. Even if it sometimes seemed like everyone wanted her to sit back and ignore it. “We’d better get started, then.”

			—

			The old Borelgai embassy, a rambling, ancient stone pile at the edge of the palace grounds, had been burned by a mob during the revolution. For now the Borelgai ambassador and his staff had been assigned to a suite in the palace itself. Eric led the way there, through corridors largely deserted except for guards at regular intervals. The soldiers—part of the First Division had the honor today, Raesinia saw—came smartly to attention as she passed. Joanna and Barely, her constant shadows, followed a few steps behind her.

			“Did Dorsay say why he wanted to see me?” Raesinia said.

			“His Grace did not mention a specific reason,” Eric said. “As far as I’m aware, the treaty is progressing well, if slowly.”

			That was Dorsay’s ostensible reason for being in Vordan, the peace treaty that would officially end the war between their two countries. There were a great many details to be ironed out, and in practice the negotiations were conducted between a swarm of bureaucrats from both sides. Trying to understand the actual points of contention made Raesinia’s head hurt, but she did her best to keep abreast of the general shape of things. Dorsay didn’t even seem to do that, happy to let his underlings do the work. Raesinia suspected he was here more as a reminder than anything else, Borel’s greatest living soldier showing the flag to underline the fact that—unlike all her other opponents—Vordan hadn’t beaten the Borelgai in open battle.

			Two Borelgai Life Guards, their shakos lined with their trademark white fur, stood guard outside the door to the embassy suite. They came to attention as well, and the door opened to reveal the perpetual smile of Ihannes Pulwer-Monsangton, Borel’s ambassador to Vordan. If Dorsay was all bluff informality, which Raesinia had come to respect during their time in Murnsk, Ihannes was the opposite, with the oily charm of the professional diplomat. Raesinia presented him with her own best smile and acknowledged his slight bow with a nod.

			“Your Highness,” he said. “You honor us.”

			“Ambassador.” Raesinia paused when Ihannes didn’t move aside.

			His smile turned apologetic. “His Grace has asked that this be a private meeting.”

			“Of course.” Raesinia gestured for Joanna and Barely to wait. “Eric, find me after my meeting with Mistress Cora.”

			Ihannes stepped aside, and Raesinia swept past him. The Borelgai suite was elaborately furnished, by the standards of the depleted palace, with furniture and decorations in the severe Borelgai style. More diplomatic posturing, she assumed.

			Attua Dorsay, the Duke of Brookspring, was seated at the head of the long table, vigorously applying butter and jam to several slices of toast. Ihannes cleared his throat theatrically, and Dorsay looked up.

			“You getting a cough, Ihannes?” he said. The twinkle in his eye made Raesinia certain he was needling the ambassador.

			“No, Your Grace.” Ihannes stepped aside. “The queen is here.”

			“I can see that,” Dorsay said. He gestured at his plate. “Care for any breakfast, Your Highness?”

			“No, thank you,” Raesinia said, barely restraining a smile at Ihannes’ pained expression.

			“Sit down, then. That’ll be all, Ihannes.”

			“Your Grace?” The ambassador’s brow furrowed.

			“I mean take yourself somewhere else,” Dorsay said. “I told you I wanted this to be a private meeting.”

			Ihannes’ expression went even frostier, but he bowed silently and left through an inner door. Dorsay resumed buttering his toast, which was already dripping.

			“Butter,” he said without much preamble. “You people have always been good at it.”

			“Thank you, Your Grace,” Raesinia said cautiously.

			“Butter, cream, cheese, and so on. All in short supply back home, since the war started. Do you know how much of our cheese comes from Vordan?” Before she could answer, he waved a hand. “I didn’t, and neither did Georg. Nobody thinks about these things before they start a war.”

			Georg referred to Georg Pulwer, the King of Borel, with whom Dorsay was apparently on a first-name basis. Raesinia wasn’t sure how much of that was bluster and how much was truth. It was always hard to tell with Dorsay.

			“It was you who put us under blockade,” Raesinia said, keeping her tone light. “If it were up to me, His Majesty could have all the cheese he could eat.”

			“Which is a shockingly large amount, I can attest.” Dorsay crunched into the toast, getting flecks of butter in his bristly mustache. He sat back and sighed with pleasure. “Hells. No beating the real stuff. Back home they try to make something with goat’s milk, if you can believe that. Goat’s milk! Ha.”

			“Once the treaty is finished, I’ll send a few casks with you, as a going-away present.”

			“A small price to pay to be rid of me!” Dorsay cackled. “No doubt you’ll throw a party to celebrate.”

			“You’ll always be welcome at my court,” Raesinia said. “You helped me keep the peace when we might as easily have been at each other’s throats.”

			“And your man d’Ivoire saved my neck from that snake Orlanko,” Dorsay said. “I won’t forget it, believe me.” He finished the toast, wiped his face on a napkin, and turned to look up at her. His famous nose, long and curved, stuck out like the prow of a ship. “That’s the spirit in which I asked you here, in fact. Nothing to do with the treaty. Wanted to pass on a bit of private information.”

			“Oh?” Raesinia hesitated for moment, then pulled a heavy wooden chair from the table and settled herself facing Dorsay. “Information is always appreciated.”

			“How much are you hearing out of Murnsk?”

			“Not a great deal,” Raesinia admitted. “They withdrew their ambassador when the war started, and we haven’t received any official response to our inquiries since. The Army of the North has pulled back over the border into Vordan.”

			“I suspected as much. Our forces have pulled out as well, but Borel has significant commercial interest in western Murnsk, and sometimes they pass tidbits along.”

			Raesinia nodded. Once again, she missed Sothe. Vordan’s intelligence service had been largely dismantled in the wake of Orlanko’s rebellion, but Sothe had a knack for acquiring information. Raesinia had tasked Alek Giforte with creating something to fill the void left by the Concordat, but that project was still in its infancy.

			“Western Murnsk is in chaos,” Dorsay went on. “To put it mildly. The bizarre weather has wreaked havoc, and to make matters worse, the northern savages have crossed the Bataria in strength, raiding and burning as they go. I imagine you saw some of that for yourself.”

			“I did indeed,” Raesinia said. Dorsay didn’t know that neither event was a coincidence—the summer had turned freezing under the magical influence of the Black Priests, and the Trans-Batariai tribes had come in response to Elysium’s call to defeat the approaching Vordanai army. “What is the emperor doing about it?”

			“Not a great deal, and that’s the part that’s odd. There are some strange rumors coming out of Mohkba. Some people are saying the emperor’s dead, and others insist that Prince Cesha Dzurk is a traitor and is lying about it to seize the throne.”

			“Janus smashed at least two sizable Murnskai armies on his way north,” Raesinia said. “We heard that the crown prince was killed in the fighting. It wouldn’t be a surprise if all that caused some upheaval.” She shook her head. “If the harvest was ruined, the whole region must be facing famine. Perhaps we should organize some kind of aid.”

			“It’s not usually the winners of a war who offer help to the losers,” Dorsay said, eyes twinkling.

			“We were never at war with the people of Murnsk,” Raesinia said. “Our quarrel was with Elysium. And the emperor, once he set himself against us.”

			“Elysium is the crux of it,” Dorsay said. “Something very strange has happened there. As best we can tell, much of the Church administration has decamped, legging it for Mohkba and points east as fast as their mules will carry them. No one has gotten close enough to Elysium to find out what’s happening there in weeks. People who try just . . .” He waved his hands. “Vanish.”

			“Has it been sacked by the barbarians?” Raesinia said.

			“That’s what everyone seems to think, but I haven’t seen any real information. You’d think the savages would loot and then run home, not hang about picking off scouts. For that matter, it would take a hell of an army to sack Elysium, even with modern guns. I have a hard time imagining a bunch of primitives managing it with bows and spears.”

			Destroying Elysium had been Janus’ goal, his reason for marching north. He’d been turned back by the weather, the efforts of the Black Priests, and his own officers, who’d sided with Raesinia and refused to waste more lives on his crusade. Now, it seemed, someone might have accomplished the task for him.

			And it mattered more than Dorsay knew. Elysium was, publicly, the seat of the Sworn Church, revered by millions as the holiest place on the continent. Only a few knew it was also home to the Priests of the Black, the secret order dedicated to rooting out and destroying sorcery, architects of the war intended to remove Raesinia from the throne. Anything that had damaged them had to be good news, but Raesinia felt strangely unsettled. We need to know what’s happening.

			“Very interesting,” she said aloud. “May I ask, though, why you wanted to share this with me?”

			“Partly because I thought you might have something to add,” Dorsay said.

			“I would if I did,” Raesinia said, wincing internally at the lie. Dorsay seemed sincere, but she was hardly going to talk to him about magic and demons, not least because it might lead to questions about her own condition. “You seem to be considerably better informed than I am.”

			“Fair enough. But I also wanted to ask a favor. Do you have any news of Vhalnich?”

			“He’s on his way to his old estate, in Mieran County.” Raesinia frowned. “Why? You think he could be behind this business at Elysium?”

			“More rumors. Nothing solid. But . . . troubling.” Dorsay shrugged. “It would . . . ease my mind, let’s say, if we could confirm that Vhalnich is settling down to country life and not causing trouble.”

			“I understand,” Raesinia said. “I’ll send a courier to check on him. We have people there, and I’ll get you a full report.”

			“Thank you.” Dorsay extended a hand. “It’s been such a bear getting the peace talks this far, I’d hate for anything to cause problems now.”

			From another man, those words might have been a veiled threat, but Dorsay meant them honestly. Raesinia shook his hand and nodded.

			—

			Count Albrecht Strav was seventy years old if he was a day, with a long queue of bone white hair and wild, bushy eyebrows. He laughed frequently and without modesty, the full-throated cackles of someone who is long past caring what other people think of him. His desk, a massive slab of a thing polished to a fine sheen, was clear of everything but a daggerlike letter opener. One side of his office was occupied by a hearth, and he’d built the fire up to massive proportions, hot enough to make Raesinia sweat.

			“Sorry for that,” he said when she arrived. “Always cold these days, even at midsummer. Don’t get old, m’girl, if you can avoid it.”

			“I’ll try my best,” Raesinia said, unable to keep a hint of wry humor out of her voice.

			“Expect you want an update,” Strav went on. “Commendable, commendable. Your father never took an interest. Didn’t have much of a head for figures.” Strav guffawed. “Neither do I, tell the truth, but I make do.”

			Strav had been Deputy Minister of the Treasury nearly thirty years ago, well before Raesinia was born. Not having a head for figures was probably one reason he’d never gotten the top job, though he was right that King Farus VIII hadn’t paid much attention to financial matters. Orlanko had given the job to Rackhil Grieg, whose blatant profiteering and sale of “tax farm” franchises had brought the Vordanai economy to the brink of ruin before the revolution had intervened.

			Now Raesinia had brought in her own expert to set things right. And she’d brought in Strav to, more or less, occupy a chair and provide the weight of his noble pedigree. As best she could tell, he was accomplishing both tasks nicely.

			“So,” she said, out of politeness. “How are things progressing?”

			“Splendidly!” Strav laughed. “Just splendidly. All the lads are doing splendid work. And the lass, of course. Mustn’t forget her. She seems to work as hard as the rest of ’em put together. She’s a good girl, that one. Reminds me of my granddaughter, Vincent’s girl.” He paused. “Or was it Jaten’s? I lose track after I can’t count ’em on my fingers anymore, ha!”

			“Wonderful,” Raesinia said smoothly. “I’ll just have a word with her about the figures, then.”

			“Of course! She can come up with any figures you need. She’s a demon for ’em. Never known a girl who liked figurin’ so much.”

			“Thank you, Count Strav.” Raesinia beckoned to her guards, and they escaped from the sweltering heat of the office. Their true destination was down the hall, but it wouldn’t have been polite to pay a call on the Treasury without at least a token visit to the minister.

			The real heart of the ministry was a large, airy room that had once been a servants’ dining hall. It had been taken over to be the financial equivalent of a workshop. The walls were lined with bookshelves, piled high with thick, leather-bound volumes and scrolls tied with colored ribbons. Several tables were set side by side, flanked by benches and almost completely covered with paper. The occupants of the room were nearly lost amid the clutter, a half dozen young men and women who looked like they’d had about a day of sleep in the last week among them. At the center was a girl of fifteen, her straw-colored hair tied back into an unruly tail, her face a mass of freckles.

			“Raes!” Cora squeaked, bounding to her feet. Then, seeing the looks she got from the other clerks, she cleared her throat and said, in more ordinary tones, “Your Highness, I mean. It’s an honor.”

			Cora bowed, and the rest bowed with her. Raesinia nodded to them and grinned at Cora.

			“I appreciate your hard work, all of you,” she said. “Cora, I wonder if we could speak privately?”

			“Of course!” Cora extracted herself from her spot at the table, while the young woman next to her grabbed a stack of papers to keep it from toppling. Oblivious, Cora opened a door in the corner. “There’s room in here.”

			The private space proved to be an old servant’s bedroom, with a cot in one corner and a desk in the other. More books were stacked in untidy piles on the floor.

			Raesinia’s guards waited outside, and as soon as the door was closed she wrapped Cora in a hug.

			“Sorry,” Cora said. “I’m still not good at remembering—you know.” You know apparently meant the fact that her friend was now the Queen of Vordan.

			“You’re improving,” Raesinia said. “And it’s only for everyone else’s benefit. In private you can always call me Raes.”

			Of the original cabal—the conspiracy that Raesinia had started against her own government and Duke Orlanko, which had helped to spark the revolution—Cora was the only one who hadn’t died or betrayed her. Apart from Sothe, she was Raesinia’s oldest friend and one of the few who knew all her secrets.

			She was also a financial genius. It had been Cora who’d parlayed the information Raesinia had brought from the palace into a fortune in the markets, then used that fortune to support the revolution. She’d engineered the run on the Second Pennysworth Bank that had given the supernatural orator Danton his first push, and later she’d helped Raesinia and Marcus expose Maurisk’s conspiracy by following the paper trail of missing flash powder.

			As soon as she’d had the chance, Raesinia had installed her here, in the Ministry of Finance. She would have made Cora minister, but it seemed unlikely that the Deputies-General would accept a fifteen-year-old girl, however brilliant, at the head of the nation’s finances. Count Strav was amiable, unambitious, and unlikely to interfere, so he made an acceptable figurehead, while Cora and a contingent recruited from the University did the actual business of righting the listing Vordanai ship.

			“Raes.” Cora squeezed her again. “God. The back room of the Blue Mask feels like a hundred years ago, doesn’t it?”

			“Longer,” Raesinia said.

			She pulled away far enough to study Cora’s face. The girl had grown—taller than Raesinia now and not quite as ravaged by acne as before—but it was more than that. She’d been innocent when Raesinia had recruited her, and none of them were innocent now. There was a sadness in her dark green eyes that hadn’t been there before.

			A moment of silence stretched, uncomfortably, until Raesinia cleared her throat.

			“I’m sorry I haven’t come to see you more often,” she said. “It’s been . . . chaotic since we got back.”

			“You’re the queen, Raes. Of course you’re going to be busy.” Cora grinned, and just like that she was once again the bright, cocky girl Raesinia had first met. “How’s . . . ?” She waved a hand vaguely. “The country, I guess?”

			“I was hoping you could tell me,” Raesinia said. “Is your team working all right?”

			Cora nodded enthusiastically. “They’re great. Especially Annabel. She’s terrifyingly bright. She’s from Murnsk—did you know her parents didn’t even want her to learn to read? She had to run away from a caravan to get here. And—” Cora paused and coughed. “Sorry. I can introduce you later, if you’d like.”

			“I would.” Raesinia couldn’t help but smile. Cora’s enthusiasm was infectious. “And Strav isn’t giving you any trouble?”

			“As long as he gets to sign his name to the reports, he seems happy. And we send him around to the other ministries when they won’t listen to me.” Cora frowned. “It would help if we had a Minister of War. Someone needs to get the spending there under control.”

			Raesinia sighed. “Tell that to the Deputies. God knows I have.”

			“Anyway, we’re making some progress on taxes. Orlanko left us a mess, and I figured trying to go back to the old system right away would just cause more problems. So we’ve been working at the local level to try to get something people can live with. It’s slow work, but—” Cora stopped herself again. She really was getting better. “The details are all in my reports. We’re getting there.”

			“So what’s the problem?” There’s always a problem.

			“Debt, piled on more debt.” Cora made a face. “The old Crown had debts to everyone—the nobles, the Borels, the League cities, even the churches. The first Deputies-General declared all of that void, but then we started issuing scrip, especially when Janus’ armies were fighting the League. Now nobody knows what the status of all of that is, and the people who held the old debt are petitioning for some kind of settlement, which we definitely can’t afford.”

			“Anything I can do to help?”

			“Get the Deputies to reaffirm their commitment to honor the scrip we paid to Desland and the other League cities,” Cora said.

			“If we have too much debt, wouldn’t it be better not to pay them?”

			“No, because if we can convince them we will honor the scrip, then I can borrow in the Hamvelt market, and the rates there are better than anything we can get internally. And then I can use that to pay off some of the most expensive liabilities, and that will give us more room to—” She stopped again. “It would help, basically.”

			“I’ll take your word for it.” Raesinia smiled. “I’ll do what I can, though trying to get the Deputies to do anything is like wrestling a sack of cats.”

			“I know.” Cora leaned back against the desk, studying Raesinia more closely. “You look tired.”

			“I am,” Raesinia admitted. Not physically—she couldn’t sleep, much less get tired—but there were other kinds of weariness. She sat down heavily on the bed, which creaked. “It’s just . . . it never ends, you know? While we were fighting a war it was hard for everyone, but it felt . . . worthwhile, I guess. If we could get to peace. Now we’re there, almost, and . . .” And I can see the rest of my life stretching out in front of me, formal dresses and balls and arguing with the Deputies. Until I have to fake my own death and leave forever.

			“I wish I could help.” Cora looked haunted.

			“You are helping,” Raesinia said. “This place would have fallen apart without you. Honestly. You’re a hero, Cora.”

			“I’m . . .” Cora flushed, pale face turning a brilliant scarlet. She changed the subject, her smile turning wicked. “Speaking of heroes. Have you seen Marcus?”

			“We’re having dinner tonight. Assuming nothing comes up.”

			“You sound worried. What happened?”

			“Nothing.” Raesinia sighed. “That’s the problem, really.”

			Cora was the only one Raesinia had thus far told about what she and Marcus had shared. For Cora, it was storybook romance, plain and simple, the queen and heroic general and a love for the ages. Sometimes Raesinia agreed with her. When she looked back on that night, the horrible moment when she’d thought he’d turned her down, the first, tentative kiss, it made her feel warm and giddy both at once. The feeling of having done something unspeakably dangerous and survived. And there were times, looking at Marcus, when she wanted to grab hold of him and never let go.

			Somehow, when they actually met, things were always more complicated. Marcus was . . . polite. Always polite, always courteous, and always just the slightest bit distant. Even when they managed to get out of sight for a few moments to steal a kiss, it was so careful. It was as though, having admitted their love for each other, they were each waiting for the other to make the next move.

			“It’s Ohnlei,” Raesinia said. “Something about this place. I grew up here, and being back makes me . . . remember who I am. And I think it reminds Marcus of the same thing.”

			“You need to tell everyone,” Cora said. “You don’t have to sneak around behind your parents’ backs. You’re the queen.”

			“It’s not that simple,” Raesinia said. “Things are fragile right now. Marcus is a hero, and he’s the highest-ranking officer in the army. If I announce that we’re—engaged, the Deputies-General might think I’m trying to secure my authority and displace them.”

			“You love him, and you’re worried about what the Deputies will think?”

			“And the people. The press. Other countries.” Raesinia gave a wan smile. “That’s what it means, being queen.”

			Besides, she thought, it isn’t like he’s pushing to take things further. It wasn’t as though she wanted Marcus to toss her on the bed and tear her dress off—not really, I suppose—but she had to admit she would have appreciated a little more evidence of . . . interest. Maybe it’s that I look closer to Cora’s age than his. She always pushed that thought away, but it came back every time she saw herself in the mirror.

			Cora flopped down next to her on the narrow bed and put an arm around her shoulders. Raesinia felt faintly ridiculous—here’s the Queen of Vordan, weighed down with boy troubles, being comforted by the Deputy Minister of Finance—but she leaned against Cora’s shoulder nonetheless.

			“It’ll be all right,” Cora said. “Things will calm down eventually.”

			“How long do I have, though?” Raesinia’s voice was a whisper. “Before someone starts asking questions. Five years? Ten?”

			“You’ll deal with it when they do,” Cora said. “I’ll help, and so will Marcus.”

			“Thanks.” Raesinia took a deep breath. “And you’re right. Once the treaty is signed, Marcus and I will have to . . . move forward.”

			“Or,” Cora said, “when he comes over tonight, you could—”

			She whispered the rest, like a guilty schoolgirl, and Raesinia laughed out loud. “Can you imagine the look on his face?”

			“All too easily,” Cora said. She puffed out her cheeks and lowered her voice. “Hum, hum. I hardly think that’s appropriate, Your Highness.”

			“He’s not that bad,” Raesinia said, still laughing. “He’s just . . . cautious.”

			There was a knock at the door, and Eric’s voice came from outside. “Your Highness?”

			“Damn.” Raesinia gave Cora a squeeze. “Thanks. Really. Being queen is a little suffocating sometimes.”

			“We could always sneak out, like in the old days. I hear they’ve rebuilt the Blue Mask.”

			“Are you sure you’re old enough for that?”

			They dissolved into laughter again, ignoring Eric’s plaintive voice for a few moments longer.

			—

			Thank God for Cora. With Sothe gone, there was no one else Raesinia could talk to honestly. It felt like a clean breath after a smoke-shrouded room.

			“Deputy d’Andorre will be waiting,” Eric complained as they walked quickly through the corridors of the palace.

			“It won’t kill him to wait for the queen,” Raesinia said.

			“It might annoy him,” Eric said. “And we need his help. While the Liberals hold the balance of the Deputies, d’Andorre is in charge.”

			“As much as anyone is.” The Liberals were less a political party than a menagerie of tiny factions, united only by their dislike of the old, entrenched structures of power. They had emerged as the leading force mostly by default—the Conservatives had been broken with the fall of the Directory, and the Radicals, opposed to the war, had seen their support wither as the tide turned in Vordan’s favor. “D’Andorre can’t keep his own people in line, much less unite the rest.”

			“He’s still very influential.”

			“I know.” Raesinia sighed. “I’ll apologize, all right?”

			There were a variety of royal receiving rooms, where the monarch could meet anyone from a peasant to a full delegation from a foreign court. This was one of the less ostentatious ones, the furniture expensive but not gilded, the walls hung with portraits of kings past. Raesinia spent a moment in the small anteroom making sure she still looked presentable, then bustled in with Joanna and Barely in her wake.

			“Deputy d’Andorre!”

			He stood smoothly from the sofa and gave her a deep bow. Fashion among the Liberals had tended toward the patriotic of late, and d’Andorre was dressed accordingly in a sober, dark blue suit with silver piping and an almost military cut. He was a short, solidly built man with wings of gray in his hair and a fashionable queue. By the standards of the new Vordanai politics, Chrest d’Andorre was an elder statesman, having survived the rough-and-tumble of the Deputies since the very beginning, mostly by not being important enough to notice. The Liberals had a reputation for being more interested in abstract political philosophy than in taking power, which had kept them safely out of the fray during the revolution and the Directory’s attempted coup. Now that the wheel of politics had come full circle, Raesinia wondered what d’Andorre would do with his newfound authority.

			“Your Highness.”

			“I apologize if you were kept waiting.” The passive non-apology, an ever-useful tool of statecraft. My old tutors would be proud. “Please, sit.”

			She took a chair opposite the sofa, and d’Andorre sat stiffly across from her.

			“I don’t intend to take up much of your time, Your Highness,” he said. “I’ll be frank. My constituents—and many of my colleagues in the Deputies—have urged me to come and ask certain questions directly. I have enormous respect for the Crown, so I have been hesitant, but our deliberations have reached a point where your position must be made clear.”

			“I see,” Raesinia said, keeping her expression carefully bland. She wasn’t sure if he was beating around the bush for a reason, or if d’Andorre was one of those politicians constitutionally incapable of coming directly to a point. “By all means, then, ask your questions.”

			“They concern the nature of the authority of the Ministry of War. I understand that in the late campaign you undertook to issue orders directly to the commanders of the Grand Army?”

			“In an emergency,” Raesinia said. “The army was on the point of starvation, and both the First Consul and Column-General d’Ivoire were missing.”

			“The army has a chain of command for a reason,” d’Andorre said. “We—my colleagues and I—feel that this sets a dangerous precedent. Do you, at the present moment, consider yourself still in command of the Grand Army?”

			“Of course not,” Raesinia said. “And I’d be happy to say so officially to the Minister of War, but as I understand it, you still haven’t managed to decide on one.”

			“Negotiations on that point are proceeding,” d’Andorre said. “But I’m glad to hear your answer. Some of my colleagues intend to propose legislation more precisely defining the monarch’s role with respect to the army, and strengthening the principle of civil control over the military. Soldiers must, in the end, answer to the people, as embodied in the Deputies-General. Would you oppose such legislation?”

			Raesinia, who’d been waiting patiently for the actual question, decided that d’Andorre couldn’t be putting her on—he was just intrinsically boring. “I’d have to read it, of course,” she said carefully. “But not in principle, no.”

			“And where do you stand on a reduction in the size of the army, now that the war has been concluded? I believe it has become a considerable drain on the public purse.”

			“I think it may be a little premature,” Raesinia said. “Once the final peace with Borel is signed, it might be worth investigating.”

			“Thank you, Your Highness.” D’Andorre got to his feet. “It’s been an honor to meet with you.”

			That’s it? Raesinia suppressed a sigh. This is going to be my life, isn’t it? Listening to d’Andorre or someone like him blather on. Until it wasn’t her life anymore, of course. And maybe that won’t be such a bad thing after all.

			“Thank you, Deputy d’Andorre,” she said, standing to acknowledge his bow. “I am eager to work with the Deputies, now that we have peace.”

			When the deputy was gone, Raesinia turned to Eric. “Is he always such a bore?”

			Her assistant swallowed, looking uncomfortable. “He’s considered an excellent speaker in the Deputies. His most famous speech kept the chamber spellbound for nearly four hours.”

			“I bet it did.” Raesinia shook her head. “I need to change before Marcus arrives. Is there anything else?”

			To her surprise, Barely spoke up from the doorway. She had a lilting Deslandai accent, which gave her a musical tone at odds with her hard-edged attitude.

			“There’s a Colonel Giforte who wants to see you, Your Highness,” she said. “He’s waiting in the hall. Says it can’t wait.”

			“Alek?” Raesinia frowned. “Bring him in.”

			Alek Giforte had been Vice Captain of Armsmen before the revolution. He’d served in various capacities since then, most recently as chief of staff for Marcus during the Murnskai campaign. Now that they were settled back in Vordan, Raesinia had put him in charge of the Armsmen again and unofficially given him the task of rebuilding the intelligence apparatus that the revolution had smashed.

			The Murnskai campaign had aged him, Raesinia thought as he came in. His salt-and-pepper beard had gone fully white, and his hairline was receding. At the moment he looked as serious as she’d ever seen him, even when they’d been surrounded by hostile armies. Something is very wrong.

			“Colonel?” Raesinia said.

			“You need to see this,” he said, gesturing with a single sheet of folded paper. “Alone.”

			Raesinia hesitated, then nodded at Eric and her guards. They filed out, and she took the page from Giforte. It was only a few lines, but she read it three times over, just to be certain.

			“This is reliable?” she said, her voice carefully controlled.

			“We’ve gotten it from three different sources,” Giforte said.

			“Find Marcus.” She handed the note back to him. “Tell him I want to see him in my apartments. Now.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO


			MARCUS

			Marcus stared at the page, written in a neat, dispassionate hand. He wondered what clerk had copied it somewhere and whether he’d known what it portended.

			Janus bet Vhalnich is in Yatterny, with one division of the Grand Army and several battalions of Murnskai soldiers. He has given a speech announcing that the Queen of Vordan has betrayed him and in so doing she has forfeited her right to rule, as he is the true embodiment of the people’s will. Prince Cesha Dzurk is with him, and says that his father the emperor is dead, leaving Murnsk in chaos. Janus claims he has no choice, at the urging of those around him, but to assume the title of Emperor of Vordan and Murnsk. He calls on all loyal citizens of both countries to support him and all true soldiers of either crown to follow his orders.

			He appears to have the complete support of the forces here and considerable popularity among the Murnskai civilians. He is already preparing to march on Talbonn, and from there declares his intention to move south.

			“Madness,” Marcus said. “Utter nonsense.”

			“It’s been confirmed in every way we can think of,” Raesinia said. “And rumors are already spreading. In six hours everyone in the city will know.”

			“Then there has to be some kind of mistake.”

			“Why?”

			“Because Janus would never do such a thing!”

			Raesinia squared her shoulders and faced him. “Are you certain? Absolutely certain?”

			Just for a moment Marcus was back in the barn that had been Janus’ makeshift prison, watching the rage grow in those huge gray eyes when the general realized that Marcus, too, had turned away from him. It had been one of the hardest moments of Marcus’ life. But Janus had calmed quickly, as he always did. Too quickly? Could he have already been planning this?

			“I’m certain,” Marcus grated, “because it doesn’t make any sense. What can he possibly gain?”

			“Aside from the throne? The mob still considers him a hero, and the soldiers worship him. If he walked in here tomorrow, could we stop him?”

			“We could stop him,” Marcus said, more confidently than he felt. “And why would he call himself Emperor of Murnsk as well?”

			“Cesha Dzurk has obviously thrown in his lot with Janus. Maybe he’s popular enough to make that stick.” Raesinia tapped the note. “It seems to be working so far.”

			Marcus sat down. They were in Raesinia’s private apartments, not yet restored to the lavishness of the prerevolution royal chambers but still comfortably furnished. The crushed-velvet sofa was absurdly soft and enveloping, but he hardly noticed. Raesinia stood by the table. Her expression was the forced calm she wore when she would rather be screaming.

			“I still don’t believe it,” Marcus said. “Janus doesn’t want the throne. He told me himself.”

			“Maybe he used you like he uses everyone else,” Raesinia said. “Or maybe his plans have changed.”

			“Or maybe something’s happened to him.” Marcus bounced to his feet again. “Last we saw him, he was on his way back to Mieran County. Maybe someone got to him, and now he’s got a gun to his head. Hell, Orlanko could be using him to try to get to you—”

			“Do you really think Janus would do this for Orlanko, even with a gun to his head?”

			“Either way, we need to know for certain,” Marcus said. “I’ll leave tonight. If I use the courier posts, I can be in Talbonn—”

			“No.”

			There was enough emotion in the word that it brought Marcus up short. He turned back to look at Raesinia, and found that her calm had cracked. Her eyes were shimmering.

			“Marcus, please,” she said. “You have to think.”

			“Think about what? If Janus is a captive—”

			“You don’t know he’s a captive. What happens if you get there and he’s sincere?”

			“Then I’ll try to talk some sense into him.” But Marcus’ conviction was already fading.

			“And if that doesn’t work?”

			“Then I’d . . .” He shook his head. “I’d come back here, of course. I made my choice, Raes. You know that.”

			She took a deep breath, blew it out, and nodded. “I know. But what about everyone else?”

			“I’m not sure what you mean.”

			“Janus declares himself emperor. As soon as the news breaks, Marcus d’Ivoire, Janus’ closest ally and right-hand man, immediately decamps to go to his old friend’s side. Surely you see how that’s going to look?”

			“Ah.” Marcus had the distinct feeling of an unexpected pit opening beneath his feet. All the strength seemed to go out of him, and he sat back down abruptly. “Oh. I . . .”

			“I know this is hard,” Raesinia said. “He’s your friend.”

			“It’s more than that,” Marcus said. “He’s . . . Janus.” He paused, then looked up at Raesinia. “You don’t trust me.”

			“I do.” She grabbed his hand in both of hers. “Please, Marcus. Believe that if you believe nothing else. I have always trusted you with my life, and I always will.”

			He squeezed her fingers, tentatively, and she squeezed back. Marcus swallowed.

			“Sorry. I’m just . . . a little off-balance.”

			“I know,” Raesinia said. “Shove over.”

			Marcus obligingly slid sideways, and Raesinia sat down next to him. She bent her head, looking at her hands.

			“The thing is,” she said, “it’s not my trust you need to worry about. The Deputies-General is going to suspect you on principle, along with anyone else who worked closely with Janus. You can’t do anything that would give them ammunition.”

			“Right.” Marcus’ hand clenched tight around his knee. Raesinia was next to him, distractingly close, practically leaning against him. “So what are we going to do?”

			“We need more information, obviously. Alek is doing everything he can.” She shook her head. “Until we get it, we have to assume that Janus honestly intends to take the throne. What will the army do when the news gets out?”

			Marcus frowned. “The soldiers will watch their commanders to see which way they jump.”

			“And the commanders?”

			“I’m sure of a few. We’ll have to ride herd on the rest until we know more.”

			Raesinia nodded. “That’s the most important first step, then. I don’t want any violence, but we can’t afford to have troops marching away to join Janus. Not if we’re going to have to fight him.”

			Fight him. Fight Janus. An involuntary shiver went through Marcus at the prospect. “Hell. Saints and fucking martyrs. I thought we’d finally—”

			“I know.” She closed her eyes. “Believe me, I know.”

			“I should go. If all hell is going to break loose, at the very least everyone needs to know where to find me.”

			He got to his feet, then paused when Raesinia took his hand again.

			“Marcus . . .”

			He looked down at her, slim and beautiful, pale in the flickering light of the lamps. At that moment he wanted nothing more than to kiss her, the way he had in Murnsk. They’d dallied all through the return trip, snatching brief moments from official business. But she’d made it clear that she didn’t want them to be seen together. And here in Ohnlei someone was always watching.

			In his worst moments Marcus wondered if Raesinia wasn’t rethinking what she’d said, the offer she’d made him. It was one thing to talk about love when battle was looming. It was another to do it in the cold light of day, with the court and the Deputies-General looking over your shoulder. She’d certainly been more reserved since they’d returned, and Marcus had told himself that he wouldn’t blame her if she wanted to pretend none of it had ever happened.

			I should have just talked to her ages ago. But that meant facing the possibility that she’d say it out loud and make it real.

			“Is something wrong?” he said.

			“No.” Raesinia let her gaze fall. “Just . . . be careful. A lot might change in the next few hours. Make sure you stick close to people you trust.”

			“You too. I’ll send a report when I know the situation.”

			She nodded, looking away.

			—

			The Grand Army—most of it, anyway—was encamped on the rolling countryside north of Ohnlei, busily ruining the well-kept meadows and scenic little. They’d constructed their camp with more care than usual, since it seemed likely they were going to be there through the winter, and while the soldiers had started under canvas, they’d set to improving their situation with the typical ingenuity of veterans. Now the camp resembled a small town, with two main roads crossing at a central square and smaller streets marking off a well-defined grid, while the tents had mostly been replaced with wooden lean-tos and even small log cabins. Hawkers drove carts up from the city every day and set up shop in designated spaces, eager to relieve the soldiers of their surplus pay. There was even a section designated for brothel tents, well patrolled by trusted men and women.

			Marcus was proud of the camp, though he had to admit that Fitz Warus had done most of the actual administrative work. He’d hoped that the army could turn it into their winter quarters, and spend their time on making good the damage of the brutal Murnskai campaign. Now—

			Let’s not jump to conclusions yet.

			Only roughly two-thirds of the army had made the journey south to Vordan City—specifically the First, Second, Third, Fourth, Sixth, and Eighth Divisions, leaving the Fifth, Seventh, Ninth, and Tenth on the frontier. The split had seemed like the right idea at the time, with the units that had seen the least fighting remaining in the north to keep an eye on the Murnskai border, while the battered divisions that had borne the brunt of the campaign went back to Vordan for reinforcement and training. Now, though, Marcus was acutely aware that he’d left four nearly fresh divisions, some thirty-six thousand men, far beyond his immediate reach, while the six that he had to hand were either well below strength or had a high proportion of raw recruits.

			On the positive side, apart from divisional batteries, the bulk of the artillery had come south with the army. The same was true of Give-Em-Hell’s cavalry, although casualties in that arm had been particularly appalling. Still. We’d better hope that Alek’s spies are wrong, or at least that not everyone in the north goes over to Janus. The odds are way too close for my liking.

			The news was already loose. Marcus could feel it as he rode through the camp. The normal raucous chatter of the evening was gone, replaced with hundreds of furtive, whispered conversations. Messengers rode to and fro. Even if Raesinia hadn’t warned him, Marcus’ instinctive sense for camp life would have told him that something was badly wrong. As it was, he had to restrain himself from kicking his horse into a gallop.

			His own dwelling was a tent, albeit a large and comfortable one. He’d refused Fitz’ offer to build him a more permanent shelter, wanting to set a virtuous example; now he looked at it and saw only how indefensible it was, how easy it would be for any attackers to get inside. Stop. It won’t come to that. It had better not.

			A sentry outside held two horses, and saluted as Marcus dismounted.

			“Division-Generals Warus and Solwen to see you, sir! They’re waiting inside.”

			“Thanks.” Marcus slid from his saddle and handed the man his reins. “Send someone for coffee, would you? I think it’s going to be a late night.”

			Inside, much of the tent was taken up with a folding table, adrift in maps and paperwork. Marcus’ humble camp-bed was concealed behind a thin curtain, leaving the rest of the space for interviews and planning. He still had most of Giforte’s old staff to help him, though he badly missed the man himself. But Raesinia had greater need of him, and until tonight it had seemed like there wasn’t any chance of action soon. Damn, damn, damn.

			The two men waiting for him were some of the longest-serving soldiers in the army, Old Colonials both. Valiant Solwen—“Val” to nearly everyone—was a short, wide-shouldered man with a ruddy face and a pencil mustache. He and Marcus had each commanded a battalion in Khandar, back when they’d been captains at the edge of the world. Marcus had gone there voluntarily, running from everything after he’d heard about the fire that had killed his family. Val had been banished for some slight, terrifyingly important at the time, which had long since been forgotten in the uproar that had followed.

			Fitz Warus hadn’t even been a captain in those days, just a staff lieutenant serving under his older brother, Colonel Ben Warus. He’d changed very little since then, outwardly. A decade younger than Marcus and Val, he was as slender as a blade, always impeccably uniformed even in the harshest conditions. Looking at him now, though, Marcus was struck by the thought that even dependable Fitz had changed in the last year. He’d not grown up exactly—he’d always been the responsible one—but grown out, taking responsibility on his own instead of serving as Marcus’ right hand. Something in the way he carried himself exuded competence. There was a good reason Janus had made him commander of the First Division.

			“You’ve heard?” Marcus said, as he let the tent flap fall closed behind him. No need to specify what.

			They both nodded.

			“I think everyone knows by now,” Val said. “Or will shortly. Rumors are the damnedest thing.”

			“Some of the carters have admitted they were tipped to spread the story,” Fitz said. “Someone wants all of Vordan to know about this.”

			“Right. So no point trying to keep things under wraps.” Marcus eased himself into one of the camp chairs. “Have you talked to your colonels?”

			Fitz nodded, but Val shook his head, staring fixedly at Marcus.

			“I wanted to come here first,” he said slowly. “Just to . . . check on things.”

			“To check . . .” Marcus raised his eyebrows. “Ah. To make sure I wasn’t about to declare for Janus, you mean?”

			“Not that I really thought you’d do it,” Val said hastily. He gave a harrumph. “I just didn’t want you to say anything you’d regret later.”

			Or else you wanted to make sure to be on my side, whatever I did, Marcus thought ruefully. Val was a good man and a respectable commander, but he had no head for politics—witness his getting banished to Khandar in the first place. He’d negotiated the tricky waters of the revolution and subsequent wars by sticking close to Marcus, whatever happened.

			There are a lot of soldiers in that position. Without a particular ideology, or at least not one they’d bet their lives on, but with a great deal of trust in their commanders. It’s like I told Raesinia. The army will obey the generals. He took a deep breath. We just need to make sure of the generals, then.

			“I’m not sure of anything at this point,” Marcus said. “I’m not convinced that this really came from Janus, or that he’s acting of his own free will. But whatever happens, my loyalty is with the people of Vordan, and that means Raesinia and the Deputies. Is that clear?” I made that choice once already.

			“Of course, of course,” Val said. “I just thought . . . heat of the moment, you understand . . .”

			“Thank you, Val,” Marcus said. “I must admit that my first instinct was to ride north to see what was going on for myself. Thankfully, Raesinia was there to point out that it might have looked . . . politically dubious, under the circumstances.” He looked down at the table, with its burden of paperwork, and frowned. “What’s our first priority?”

			“So far the men are under control,” Fitz said. “There’s been a lot of whispering, but no action. I’ve warned my colonels to be on the lookout for spontaneous demonstrations. We may want to institute a curfew.”

			Val nodded
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