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  Bas could not remember a time when it didn’t hurt to wake.


  Age alone would have been enough to make it an exercise in misery, but well before sprouting its first grey hairs his body had been a catalogue of injury. Those halcyon days before pain had ended after he had taken an arrow in the knee during a skirmish in Dycia, and that was closer to twenty years past than fifteen. Bas had preferred a possible future on two legs over a certain existence on one, and though he’d had to threaten the sawbones with his boot knife, and to refuse water for fear it had been drugged, Bas had had his way. Bas was a man who often had his way. The knee still pained him when it rained, and when he stood, and when it was dry, and when he sat, but he got around on it well enough.


  That had been the first serious injury, but far from the last. A Marcher had crushed two fingers of his left hand some years back, and this time after a look at the ruptured flesh Bas had allowed the doctor to go ahead with his hacksaw. Sometimes they ached, the ghosts of these digits, though Bas did not understand why their absence would be a source of pain. There were others, many others: a scar on his chest from where a hand axe had cut through his armour, another just below his hip where a disgruntled subordinate had tried to make good on some real or perceived slight, an array of nicks and gouges and half-healed contusions the source, even the existence, of which Bas had all but forgotten. Bas was not one to waste time on rumination.


  Nor did his injuries noticeably affect his comportment. From the first words of his attendant – from before really, from when he had heard the folds of his tent being opened – the Legatus had been fully cognisant, or close to it. A short moment and he rolled up from his mat, prepared to face another day.


  He had slept in a long shirt and thick wool trousers. Winter came early here on the plains, and summer was no great joy either. The rain had died off before dawn but left behind a thick patina of mist that carried the cold inside the tent and inside Bas’s bones. He turned to the corner and took a long, slow piss into a tin bedpan, taking his time with it, the only luxury he’d be allowed that day. Then he washed his face in the basin of fresh rainwater, paying no more mind to the cold than he had to the ache in his knee. ‘Any movement?’


  ‘A few more may have trickled in. Nothing that will affect the balance.’


  ‘And our emissary?’ Bas had told Isaac to send out a rider to the Marchers’ camp at first light. It was a mark of respect for his subordinate that he hadn’t bothered to enquire whether it had been done, simply assumed it and moved on to the resolution.


  ‘Still out.’


  Bas pulled on his armour, supple leather overlaid with strong chain links – good against a blade or arrow, all but useless for the chill. Over the top he belted a long dirk and a short war hammer. Leaning against the wall, covered with a scarred leather scabbard and a thick layer of cloth, was a long blade. He swung the baldric over his shoulder, an awkward motion accomplished without thought or strain. ‘Best have a look,’ he said.


  Issac had worked as Bas’s number two for near on fifteen years. Whether his character had fitted itself to the position from the start or whether he had moulded himself to it Bas couldn’t quite remember. He was short and dark and hard as the knob of an oak tree. His eyes were flat and brown and roamed about like a stray dog, searching for a loose strap or a broken catch or a man out of position. Looking at him straight on it took a few seconds to realise that his head was off-kilter, his features strangely unbalanced, though you’d have needed to have viewed him in profile to see the raw red mess of his cropped ears. What exactly Isaac had done to mandate not only his mutilation but also a lifetime of service in the outermost hellhole of the Aelerian Commonwealth Bas had never asked, and Isaac never volunteered. ‘At your command,’ he said now, holding open the folds of his tent.


  Bas nodded, then dipped out of what passed for his home and into the structured chaos of camp.


  The bivouac of the Western Army, consisting of the Eleventh and Thirteenth Themas, was a city on the move, a whirling, clanging, all-consuming metropolis of flesh and steel that had crossed half a continent to take up residence in the very heart of enemy territory. They came from the Aelerian heartland, a month’s hard ride east; from the coast and the border cities, whose independence had only been finally eclipsed in the years just after Bas’s birth; and from more recently subjugated territories as well, slingers from the Baleferic Isles, archers from Old Dycia. Twenty thousand men and two thousand horses, three hundred wagons, a dozen mobile foundries and a herd of cattle large enough to keep everyone fed. These were only the official numbers, didn’t take into account the perhaps only slightly smaller mob of merchants, con-artists, camp-followers and beggars who had decided the financial benefits of attaching themselves to Bas’s wandering nation outweighed whatever risks the Marchers posed.


  Bas stood in the centre of it. Was the centre of it, the camp radiating out around him like the spokes of a wheel. The ranking officers down to the chiliarchs had pitched their tents nearest to Bas. The remainder, with the hoplitai themselves, were packed closer to the walls. The scavengers took up position wherever they could, brightly painted wagons advertising drink and flesh and food. It was Aeleria made manifest. Tomorrow it might well be ashes. Today it was the largest city that the March had ever seen.


  There was a fire in front of Bas’s tent, and a cauldron of coffee boiling over it. Bas poured himself a cup, drank it and pretended not to see the boy staring. When that didn’t work he turned his dark brown eyes over to him, only for a moment, but long enough.


  ‘Legatus,’ Theophilus said, belatedly realising his attentions had been noticed, and snapped a quick salute.


  Bas would have found it difficult to hate Theophilus even if Theophilus hadn’t been so obviously infatuated with him. In fact, this last was the only thing Bas really disliked about the youth, though he had been well prepared to find more when the boy had shown up six months earlier, escorted by a troop of cavalrymen. He was the son of a senator and looked it: dark hair cropped short, piercing blue eyes, sallow skin over loose muscles. Of course a half-year on the plains had done its work, levelled out some of his boyishness. It had been a surprise, the speed with which he had taken to the tasks required of every soldier who served on the frontier, for out here there were no servants, and the chores of all but the highest-ranking officers included the menial. Many of the senators Bas had met were courageous, in their way – could wield a blade and didn’t shirk from doing so. Far fewer would have put up their tent without complaint, or chiselled a stone from the shoe of a horse, as Theophilus had been doing until he noticed Bas approaching.


  ‘It will be today, then?’ he asked.


  ‘Sharpen your sword,’ Bas said.


  Theophilus swallowed his smile, but not before it lit up his face. Though he had taken part in any number of skirmishes since his arrival on the plains, chasing rogue bands of barbarians further into the endless waste, this would be his first real engagement. Bas tried to remember if he had been the same way at the boy’s age. He wasn’t sure. He couldn’t even quite recall the circumstances of his first real battle. It would have been in Salucia, during the long series of conflicts that had anticipated the war against the Others, but that was as far as Bas could say. It had become part of his legend long since – born on the battlefield, bastard son of a camp-follower and an anonymous ranker, nursed by the themas, his first toy a dagger, the beloved son of Terjunta, god of war.


  That he hadn’t been born on a battlefield, but in a yurt like countless other of the Commonwealth’s by-blows, was a moot point to the minstrels who had made his name common wherever Aelerian was spoken. Bas had the impression that, as a group, minstrels did not consider truthfulness so great a virtue.


  The coffee had grown cool, and Bas tossed what was left of his cup in the fire. ‘I’m going to take a walk,’ he said, turning his back and starting off before Theophilus could answer.


  The Western Army was not a popular posting. Far from the capital, half forgotten by the Senate, so far from civilisation it was all but impossible to find a competent whore or a decent flask of wine. And though the Marchers were brutal and cruel, deadly as the passing of time, their cities were mobile camps and their temples wooden, so a soldier couldn’t even expect much in the way of plunder. You’d get something out of the slaves, but not much, as the Marcher men were rough and wild and the women considered uncomely. Bas’s hoplitai were a cross section of the Commonwealth’s poorest and least influential citizens – the third sons of tenant farmers, minor criminals offered the choice of a stint in the themas or the loss of a hand. Man for man they were dirty, cruel and infrequently sober. As a group they were the finest corps of fighting men the nation had to offer, at least as far as Bas was concerned, and there was no one more qualified to offer an opinion.


  They had spent the previous afternoon and much of the evening putting up the camp, a task that the barbarians across from them wouldn’t have been capable of completing to any degree of competence in a fortnight. Wood and water had been gathered, a long ditch had been dug at the perimeters, a set of sharpened stakes erected in front of them. Watchtowers had been built at regular intervals along the line – only forty or so links tall, three times the height of a man, but here on the plains you could see halfway to the capital from forty links up. Behind the palisades the rest of the camp had been cut out along classic lines, surveyors ensuring that each avenue was straight as any thoroughfare in the capital, hoplitai setting up their mass tents, quartermasters passing out provisions. The labour had continued until well after nightfall, and for many had been followed by long hours on watch, staring out into the endless night of the plains, piteously far from the bonfires around which their comrades hunkered.


  Just the same, Bas’s arrival in the south-east section of camp brought the men to their feet, and a cheer to their lips. The men of the Western Army, and particularly of the Thirteenth Thema, loved Bas, loved him with the curious and unselfconscious passion of children, loved him though he gave no speeches and never offered more than a curt nod. His presence was enough, brooding and unapproachable as it was. They preferred it that way, even – a god does not lower himself to speak with men, to laugh and curse and scratch himself, to feel fear or joy or despair. Let the Commonwealth’s other soldiers, the men of the Fourth or the hated Seventh, enjoy a joke with their superiors, the good humour easy and inauthentic – the Western Army fought beneath the auspice of Death himself.


  Bas passed among them, keen-eyed for any show of weakness or lack of discipline. He found little of either. The plains discouraged incompetence. A man who couldn’t handle himself wouldn’t last long enough to be chewed out by his pentarche, would be cut away by one of the roving bands of Marchers looking for stragglers, or lose his toes to frostbite, or find a reed-snake in his boots one morning. Though this would be the first major engagement they’d fought in nearly a year, even in peacetime skirmishes were the rule rather than the exception.


  Satisfied, Bas returned to his fire, drank a second cup of coffee and ate three pieces of salted jerky with the methodical rhythm of a man attending to a task. He didn’t say anything to anyone, and his officers made a point of not interrupting the silence. The commander was a man of ritual, of rote even. His daily routine had brought them success in the past – there was no point in disrupting it.


  When Bas finished he unslung his weapon and checked the edge. It was threefold the size of the short swords common to the rest of the thema, though it weighed the same or less. The lack of heft had been one of the things Bas had taught himself to compensate for over long years of practice. The guard, in the fashion of the Others who loved all thing avian, was a hawk with wings extended. Or perhaps it was an eagle – falconry was one of the many arts of which Bas remained ignorant. Indeed, the hilt was not of any great interest to him, though it was beautifully rendered and the eyes sapphire. It was the blade that rendered the weapon priceless, sharper and stronger than even the finest human smith could craft. A few of the other hoplitai, veterans of the war against the Others, carried with them smaller blades of similar make, daggers and hand axes, but none could claim a treasure equal to his. Bas spent a few minutes sharpening the foreign metal, glimmering folds and vermillion hue, ever so slightly darker than that of human blood. In the twenty years since he had taken it off its last owner, it had rarely been out of his sight. It rested next to him when he slept, hung on the wall when he shat, lay beside the bed on those infrequent occasions when he felt the need for a fuck. In the strands of doggerel that grew around Bas like ivy, it was called Soulflame, or Endbringer, or Salvation, though if Bas had given it a name he had never yet let it passed his lips.


  Bas knew the emissary had arrived before he could see him from the buzz coming off the south road. Not long after a man on horseback could be seen trotting towards the centre of camp, very conscious of his moment of glory.


  ‘Legatus,’ the emissary said, ‘I return.’


  Bas sheathed his sword, stood and approached the man. ‘What news?’


  ‘Hetman Mykhailo agrees to a meeting. Midway between the camps, in thirty minutes’ time.’


  Bas nodded, dismissed him and returned to the fire. The area had grown crowded with officers waiting to hear the news or just to bask in the glory of their leader.


  ‘What’s the word then, Legatus?’ Hamilcar asked. The Dycian sat cross-legged on the ground, stringing his long, horn-sheathed bow. Hamilcar was tall and dark, dark even by the standards of his nation, with lively eyes that seemed to smile even when his mouth was a grim line. And indeed, his tone suggested that he found the threat of imminent violence a source of amusement. Everything seemed to be a source of amusement to Hamilcar, and though levity was a quality for which Bas had little regard, he found the Dycian’s skill and cleverness nearly made up for it. ‘Are we finally to finish chasing these mule-fuckers?’ Hamilcar said.


  ‘Make sure your people are ready,’ Bas replied.


  Hamilcar lifted one arse-cheek off the ground and let loose a wet fart. The expulsion failed to interrupt the work of his hands. ‘My people are always ready.’


  It had taken three themas five years to subdue the Dycians, a contest that had only ended with the capture and virtual destruction of their capital. Bas himself had been part of the force that had stormed the ramparts, could remember the mad rush as his soldiers had swarmed past the remaining defenders and into the great city itself. In part as a guarantee of their continued loyalty, in part because the Commonwealth always needed more killers, a force of three thousand were pressed into service as auxiliaries. The greater part of these had found themselves fighting on the Marches these last ten years, firing their arrows from beneath Aeleria’s banner. Had Bas been a poet, this reversal of fortune might have offered him some fodder.


  Bas was very much not a poet, though Hamilcar had some pretensions in that regard. He liked to say that his tongue was sharper than his eye, before demonstrating the excellence of the latter with some extraordinary act of marksmanship, bringing down a bird on the wing or piercing a coin at a hundred paces. Hamilcar’s men were less impressive manifestations of the ideal set by their leader, rough-bodied and cruel, good with a long knife and better with a bow; reckless in victory, brave in defeat. Loud, arrogant, dishonest, clever verging on untrustworthy. In short, excellent allies, so long as you kept a boot on their neck.


  Hamilcar finished with his bow, slipped it gently back in the case at his side and took to stuffing his long clay pipe full of tobacco. ‘When you die today, boy,’ he asked Theophilus suddenly, ‘will the Marchers be impressed enough with your bravery to give you a spot on their pyres? Or will they leave your corpse to be picked apart by the winter wolves?’


  ‘I will labour not to dishonour my fathers,’ Theophilus said, young enough for such seriousness to be forgiven.


  ‘Then you think to see battle?’


  ‘The Legatus said to keep my sword sharp.’


  Hamilcar held a small branch in the fire till the tip turned red, then brought it to his pipe. ‘The Legatus can only speak in orders. “Sharpen your sword.” “Ready your people.” When he lies with a woman, his first words are,“Moisten your cunt.”’


  Theophilus turned redder than the kindling. Isaac turned a chuckle into a cough. No one else in the camp, perhaps no one else in the Commonwealth, would have dared to make a joke at Bas’s expense.


  Bas pretended he hadn’t heard the remark. In truth, his temper was not so fierce as was generally believed. He didn’t find Hamilcar amusing, particularly – there was very little indeed that Bas found amusing – but neither was he so consumed by self-importance as to resent the occasional joke.


  ‘If you talked as well as you fought,’ Isaac said, ‘I wouldn’t have had the pleasure of raping your mother in front of your palace.’


  ‘Wasn’t my mother,’ Hamilcar answered, taking a draw from his pipe. ‘Was my grandmother. She hadn’t had a good roll for years, and you Aelerians are energetic, if fundamentally untalented.’


  ‘Remember me to her in your letters,’ Isaac said, taking his leather cap off and holding it to his chest for a moment. ‘She was very tender.’


  Hamilcar laughed, went to continue in that line, but Bas cut him off. ‘Enough,’ he said, standing. ‘Hamilcar, you’re with me. Isaac, the camp is yours.’


  Hamilcar feigned a scowl, tapped out his half-smoked pipe and stood. It was a source of pride that Bas kept him in his counsels despite his foreign birth and former allegiance, that his intellect and ability was respected by the Legatus. In fact, Bas would have preferred to take Isaac, who was more reliable if less brilliant than the Dycian. But in the unlikely event that the Marchers decided to violate the flag of truce, Isaac would be required to lead the hoplitai in revenge of their fallen commander. Or, failing that, maintain a capable fighting retreat.


  Bas grabbed a pair of bodyguards and his personal standard-bearer, and they walked quickly towards the stables. Bas did not count himself much of a horseman, and his opinion contained no weight of false modesty. To be a truly skilled rider requires empathy, the capacity to interpret and alter the moods and feelings of a dumb animal, and this was not a quality that Bas could justly claim. He worked best on two feet, or in the thick of battle where manoeuvre counted for little. Oat was the name of the horse he chose – a silly name, but Oat had been given it long before Bas had owned him and Bas had never cared enough to change it. Oat was a stallion, strong and mean. He obeyed Bas for the simple reason that Bas was stronger and meaner.


  Though his people were little-regarded as riders, Hamilcar was a masterful horseman. It was what he did best, he claimed, after bending a bow and pleasuring a woman, and though Bas couldn’t speak to the last, he had seen the Dycian feather enough men to recognise at least that much of the boast as truth. ‘Shall we die today, then, Legatus?’ Hamilcar asked, boosting himself into the saddle. ‘Will Mykhailo do the wise thing, as my people should have done, and kill you as soon as he sees you?’


  ‘If they kill me they’ll kill you the same.’


  ‘I’d die happy, knowing that Aeleria has lost the tip of her spear.’ Hamilcar had been a servant of the Commonwealth for ten years, had signed up for a second term after his first had expired. In all that time he had never returned to Dycia, though he claimed three wives and a passel of lovers still wept his name into the night. Hamilcar would die in a foreign land, the victim of some quarrel in which he had no particular interest. He was as much a soldier now as Isaac; the talk was just posturing, and posturing was how he handled his nerves.


  Everyone had a way, and Bas had seen most of them. Some yelled, some boasted, some prayed. Isaac was steady as a stone in the thick of things, but as soon as it was over he’d find the nearest flask and drink himself into oblivion. Jon the Sanguine, who had taught Bas everything he knew of war, used to piss himself before a hard scrap, a bloom of yellow spreading out through the crotch of his trousers – but despite the odour his orders were unfailingly correct, and in those few instances when his own life had been in danger he had fought like a man possessed, laughing and cutting flesh like spring flowers.


  Bas put spurs to his beast by way of answer, and Hamilcar and the bodyguards followed after him. Down the south road leading out of camp, through the open gate and into the plains beyond. It was late summer and the March was striking if not quite beautiful, the grass high enough to hide a troop of soldiers, the land so flat that it extended out into the horizon, a sea of blue meeting with a sea of green.


  Bas of course thought little of it, his attention taken up with the horde of men occupying the field some few cables distant. They seemed very large, as hordes of men tend to. The Marchers’ camp looked haphazard by the elaborate standards of the Aelerians, but Bas knew that impression to be a false one. This was not a mass of raiders and bandits, brought together by the promise of booty. The confederation that lay across from him represented an extraordinary accomplishment of diplomacy, hundreds of man-hours spent by the counsel fires trying to convince a warlike people to put aside centuries of enmity, to forget their traditional freedoms and swear obedience to a single leader. That it existed at all was testament to the degree to which the Commonwealth was hated.


  It was twenty minutes before Hamilcar made out the Hetman and his lifeguard riding out from the vast horde, and another five before Bas could do the same. Mykhailo had been a leader of the Marchers for thirty years, and a year to the plainsfolk meant six months shivering in their tents and six months making war on their neighbours. They had no notion of power as a hereditary gift, nor as an obligation. Success was what they honoured, the only acceptable currency – success in raids against the Aelerians and against their fellow barbarians, success that could only be achieved with a strong arm and a sharp eye. Mykhailo possessed all of these qualities in abundance, had demonstrated them for decades in an arena as brutal as could be found.


  He was smaller than his reputation might have suggested, and age hung over him like a mantle. His face was strained as old leather, his eyes grey and small, his hair bone-white, hip-long and pulled back in a gaudy silver clasp. But his body was perfectly erect in the saddle, and his war lance equally steady, and he greeted his enemy without a tremor. ‘Hail Bas, Killer of Gods. May death pass over you another day.’


  It was what the Marchers called him. Even two thousand cables distant, among a people who had never seen an Other, Bas’s great act of murder had elevated him above the common rung of men. ‘Hail Mykhailo, son of Bohdan, who rode between the raindrops. May fate view your enemies with displeasure.’


  Mykhailo had brought with him a half-dozen of his riders, young men, tall and fierce-looking, each mounted on a shaggy pony and carrying a steel weapon. ‘Are you so sure you wish that, God-Killer? For my enemies to meet with misfortune?’ He spoke Aelerian confidently, though with a harsh accent.


  ‘We aren’t yet enemies, Hetman. There’s still time to avoid bloodshed.’ But Bas knew better even as he said it. If Mykhailo had wanted peace, if this had been a show of force to sell a few more years of tranquillity for golden trinkets and Commonwealth-forged steel, he would have brought with him a yurt, one of the small horsehide tents that could be set up and taken down within the span of a few minutes. And they would have sat beneath it and drank the fermented mare’s milk that the barbarians loved more than wine, and paid each other elaborate compliments, and the Legatus would promise the Hetman trade goods and coin, and the Hetman would promise not to kill anyone for a while, or at least not to kill any Aelerians.


  Bas knew when Mykhailo didn’t get off his horse that there was no chance of averting the coming battle. He had known before that, really, but he was sure then.


  ‘Why do I find the son of Bohdan here, on territory the people long ago granted to the children of Aeleria?’ Bas asked.


  Mykhailo turned his head to one side and coughed over his shoulder. ‘Who made you this grant? Mykhailo, who comes with the setting sun?’


  ‘With the great Chief Longinus, whose banner you rode beneath.’


  ‘Rode beneath for one summer, five years ago. I swore no oath to that flea-ridden cripple. He is no kin of mine, not by birth, nor suckling. If he is happy eating Aelerian bread, that is his burden to take to the ancestors. I am not content, and I have made no such promises. Better to ask the God-Killer what it is that brings him so far from his home, and his hearth?’


  ‘Aeleria is wherever its people are. And wherever its people were. We’ve come east from Eilweid. The Commonwealth has seen the bodies of her citizens in half a dozen freeholds all the way up from the mouth of the Pau. The bodies and what were done to them.’


  ‘The bodies of invaders, of trespassers well-warned.’


  ‘Do invading armies bring with them their women and children?’


  ‘Your kind do. They bring their families and they fence in the grass, and they build their foolish wooden houses that freeze in the winter and burn as soon as a torch is put to them. And then they come screaming to the God-Killer to save them from their own foolishness. Does it ever bother you, being the running dog of halfwits too weak to protect their own seed?’


  Mykhailo was a fine speaker, even in his second tongue. Most of the plainsfolk were – the leaders anyway, skills honed over long winter fires in the communal yurts, telling jokes and false stories of their accomplishments. Bas wasn’t a good speaker, had never wanted or tried to be so. ‘I won’t argue the rights and wrongs of it with you, Hetman. This is not the first time we’ve stood across from each other. I need not boast of the strength of my themas – you’ve watched your riders break against them more than once.’


  Mykhailo smiled, brown-toothed but honest. ‘Do I look so young as to bend knee for a few more years beneath the sky?’


  ‘And your men? Are there none among them who would prefer life to death?’ Bas pointed almost unconsciously to one of Mykhailo’s bodyguards, a hulking brute who became furious at being singled out. He shook his lance and said something unfriendly to the Hetman. Mykhailo responded in his native tongue, too swiftly for Bas to make out, though he recognised the tone, each word like a lash. And indeed the bodyguard fell silent and turned his eyes away to hide his shame.


  The conflict averted, or more accurately postponed, Mykhailo took a long time before answering. ‘Better an honest death in battle than a dotage as protectorates of Aeleria. When first you came here, God-Killer, we rode free from the Salt Flats to the Pau River, and never saw a yurt or a cow that was not ours. Now the dark-skinned children of Aeleria plant wheat on the graves of my fathers, tell me where to ride and whom to kill. Your hunger is never-ending. You speak of peace, but what peace can be made with fire?’ Mykhailo fell into a long coughing jag, spat a hunk of yellow into the wind. ‘Enough, God-Killer – between us there is nothing but war. I will die this morning, or you will.’


  Mykhailo had intended this to be the last word, was turning his pony back the way he had come when Bas reached out and grabbed his forearm. ‘Think hard before refusing. If you find victory today you will not have long to enjoy it – by spring Aeleria will have sent another army to avenge me, and a third if that proves insufficient. And on the day that fortune turns against you, they will plant stakes from here to the wastes, and spike your men atop them, and sell your womenfolk into bondage. And there will be no one to remember your glory beside the fires, or carry your name onward. We do not make war for glory, or for captives.’ Bas spread his free hand out over the empty plains around them. ‘Aeleria will till these fields. If not this year, then the next.’


  ‘I know how your kind make war,’ Mykhailo said, tearing his arm away from Bas. A spark of fury uncoiled itself from the Hetman’s soul and spread up into his eyes. Hamilcar shifted his hand to the hilt of the sabre that hung down his saddle, and a second later Bas’s small lifeguard did the same.


  But the Hetman’s rage ended suddenly, becoming a drawn-out cough, followed by the hint of a smile. ‘And there are no other men like you, God-Killer. You should have been born one of us. We would have had fine roaming together. If you die today, I will build a pyre six spans wide to send you on your way, and burn a dozen hoplitai alive on top of it, that you will not enter the next world unattended.’


  As many men as he had sent to it, Bas had never spent much time thinking about the afterlife. Whether he would sit at the feet of Enkedri the Self-Formed as his native priests insisted; or ride endlessly across the skies, as the Marchers believed; or if he would sleep cold and ignorant beneath the unfeeling loam, Bas neither knew nor cared. If Mykhailo died today, Bas could offer the man no gallantries. He would go in the mass ditch the themas dug for all their enemies, to join his fellows in perpetual and unmourned anonymity. It was the custom of the Commonwealth, and Bas was not one to buck tradition.


  ‘Then it seems the affair is settled,’ Bas said.


  ‘Not yet. But very soon, God-Killer. Very soon.’ He turned on his nag and rode off. His followers did the same.


  ‘What do you think?’ Bas asked Hamilcar quietly, after their enemies had ranged out of earshot.


  Hamilcar scratched black fingernails through a black beard. ‘I think the ravens won’t go hungry.’


  ‘They rarely do.’


  ‘I think that cough of the Hetman’s will kill him before spring, and I think he knows it. I think the one next to him would have liked to try you right then, to test his strength against that of the God-Killer, to make his name atop your corpse. I think there are fifty thousand men on their side of the field that would like to do the same, and barely twenty on yours to keep them from doing so. I think their cavalry will come along your right flank sometime after noon, and I think they will come hard, very hard indeed. So the question is a simple one – will your line hold?’


  ‘It held against you,’ Bas answered, turning his horse and heading back to camp.


  2


  Domina Eudokia Sabina Aurelia, Revered Mother by the order of the Senate, awoke shortly after dawn, promptly and without preamble. Eudokia considered it a matter of pride that she never overslept, never stalled beneath the blankets, never spent an extra few moments ensconced in warmth. She had given five hours to repose and would allow not a moment more – there was simply too much to do.


  On the other side of the cot, bunched in covers and drooling slightly, Heraclius moaned softly. Eudokia waited for him to return to slumber, not wanting to endure the sexual overture he would initiate on awaking, too busy to spare half an hour for pleasure. After a moment he pulled the blankets back up to his neck and returned to snoring. Eudokia slipped on the robe that hung above her bed and left.


  In the small chamber that bordered her room, Eudokia made her morning obeisances to the household gods – represented on this plane by a pair of rather ill-formed wooden altars. Siraph was given two joss sticks and a few drops of sour wine. Terjunta made do with an absolution of water mixed with honey. Eudokia could never remember a time when she had believed in either, nor a morning when she had not given her prayers to both. That a thing was not real did not mean that it could not have power.


  Jahan stood outside the chamber door, as he did every morning. Not much taller than Eudokia herself, still he gave an impression of great bulk, of something bloated and distended. Each fragment of his body seemed oversized, from the bony protrusions of his shoulders to the trunk of his neck to a head the circumference of a globe. He had massive hands – fingers like summer squash, knuckles like the bark from an oak tree. His face was a fleshy oval, his nostrils upturned and wide as copper pennies, a jet-black moustache dovetailing beneath them. In short he was quite hideous, except for his skin, which was the hue of brown sugar, and his eyes, which were almond-shaped and feminine, though generally half hidden beneath heavy lids.


  One other point in his favour was that he was a cold-blooded killer of the highest order, deadlier than the swamplands in summer. Such at least was what Phocas had told her, when he had presented Jahan on the occasion of their engagement. ‘He was the best fighter in the grand arena of Kara,’ Phocas had informed her. ‘I paid a hundred solidus for him, after I saw him take on three Dycian whip-men and come away unblooded. He’s kept me safe for four years. Gods willing, he’ll do the same for you far longer.’


  At the time all she had seen was a fat man with a corpselike languor and an odour that was less than fresh. It was two years before she could confirm Phocas’s opinion, when a madman with a knife burst out from a crowd of petitioners one morning and Jahan had broken his neck quicker than Eudokia could draw breath, then gone immediately back into his torpor. Since then he had proved his worth a dozen times over, as a bodyguard and more than that. And if he moved slowly at times, it was her understanding that the crocodile was a beast renowned for its sloth as much as its bite. The smell still rankled, but then, one can’t have everything.


  He wore the costume of his native land, thin sheets of coloured silk overlapping. Impractical dress, given the climate of his adopted country, but if the cold bothered him he did not let it show. His only visible weapon was a talwar hanging loosely on his right hip. He slouched against the wall and breathed very slowly, as if hoarding his energy for some future effort.


  ‘Mistress,’ Eudokia heard Jahan say, though somehow without quite going to the effort of moving his lips.


  ‘Slave,’ Eudokia said. ‘And what of the day?’


  ‘It rises.’


  Eudokia nodded agreement, then entered her toilet. Hot water steamed up from the marble bath, her handmaiden standing beside it.


  ‘Good morning, Theodora.’


  ‘Good morning, mistress.’


  ‘Two drams of the blue salt. And a few drops of rosewater.’


  ‘Right away, mistress.’


  Eudokia spent fifteen minutes in the tub, fifteen minutes almost to the second. Then she stood, allowed Theodora to towel her off. While waiting she inspected herself in the mirror with a dispassionate eye, and what she saw she did not find altogether displeasing. She had already weathered time’s first great sally, watched the beauty of her youth give way to middle age, ripe breasts gone saggy, thighs swelling. But she had kept herself trim, and her tummy was still flat, and her face little lined. Eudokia ran a hand through her hair, white since her fortieth year. She had never bothered to give it colour, and soon it had become the fashion at court. If you looked carefully you could see that half of the snowy-headed widows thronging the city’s salons had brown at their roots.


  Eudokia took another moment at the mirror. Soon age would return to finish what it had started, collapse her remaining defences, turn her from venerable to old. Eudokia did not dread this eventuality, though she still luxuriated in what beauty remained to her. There was no point in railing against time, the ever-victorious. Against all other enemies, however, Eudokia felt herself a fair match.


  Her dress closet was large enough to serve as the living chamber of a middle-class home, though for a fraction of what she had spent filling it you could have bought a mansion near the harbour. In fact, Eudokia felt fairly little for her costumes – she had mastered fashion because it was one of the things it had become necessary for her to master, not because she had any great love for it in or of itself.


  For the morning she chose a blue shift, accented with silver twine. Compared to her evening dress it was simple attire, though it still took Theodora twenty minutes to fasten the whole thing properly and another twenty minutes to apply her make-up and perfume. Eudokia aimed for a sort of clean simplicity, enhancement rather than adornment, though of course executing that competently was more laborious than throwing on a whore’s mask.


  She took one final moment to inspect herself in her mirror, conscious of every second stolen by vanity. It was not lost on Eudokia how much more she could accomplish if she wasn’t required to give so much of her time and energy to her appearance. To the degree that she ever envied anyone anything, which as a rule she rarely did, she found herself jealous of the extra hour a day that the opposing sex was able to use on something other than their own dress. Finally satisfied, she gave Theodora a quick though not unfriendly dismissal before heading downstairs to breakfast.


  Eudokia had moved into the mansion when she had married Phocas, and she had kept it after he died and for the long interval since. Her initial impression upon inspecting the place had been that they had better get to making children quite quickly, if there was ever to be any hope of filling the space. That hadn’t happened, obviously, though they could have been breeding like rabbits and never needed to use more than a wing. Really it was an absurd edifice, more a statement than a domicile. What exactly that statement was, Eudokia had never been entirely clear, but she supposed it to have something to do with an abundance of money unconstrained by any reasonable notions of taste. Even her vast wealth couldn’t serve to maintain the building in its entirety; at any given moment three-fifths of it was unused. Occasionally she would make a foray into one of these abandoned portions, an explorer penetrating deep into a jungle of outdated furniture and atrocious mosaics.


  Off the stairwell to the right was the main dining room, but it was ludicrously oversized. Eudokia only used it a handful of times a year, during her least exclusive gatherings, when it seemed that half the gentry of the Commonwealth was in attendance. She took most of her meals at the smaller chamber attached to the kitchen, at an oak table large enough to comfortably seat a dozen.


  On her way to it, Eudokia passed two house slaves cleaning the banisters. Marchers, recently acquired, barely a word of Aelerian between them. Eudokia made a point of remembering the name of every member of her staff – not as easy as it sounded, given the number. Galla and Gemma were the two thin, pale, simple-looking creatures who gave an awkward impression of a curtsy as Eudokia trailed down the steps. Not their real names, of course, but then Eudokia couldn’t very well be stumbling over whatever mash of consonants their barbarian parents had bestowed upon them. Galla and Gemma were fine, simple names, better than their service merited, though Eudokia didn’t exactly blame them for their incompetence. A lifetime spent in some ghastly leather tent, eating horsemeat and dressed in rags – well, Eudokia could appreciate the change of setting would be a source of confusion. She would try to remember that when she went upstairs that evening and found finger marks on the railings, as she was certain she would. It was a strange world, Eudokia thought, that could be put in order more easily than her own household.


  Down the hallway and into the dining room, where Leon sat at one corner of the dining table, spooning porridge into his mouth while engrossed in a heavy text.


  ‘Nephew,’ Eudokia said, taking the seat next to him.


  ‘Auntie,’ Leon responded, but without raising his head from the book.


  Leon was her second cousin Nonia’s child, or had been at least before the plague took her five years back. Scour her memory though she tried, Eudokia could remember almost nothing about poor Nonia – a meek, mousy, unprepossessing sort whom Eudokia had married to the similarly uninspired offspring of one of the appropriate families. He had been made governor of a southern province, died choking on a fishbone. It was Eudokia’s feeling that very few great men ever died by choking on a fishbone, though whether that was because they took more care when eating fish, or that posterity refused to recognise the accomplishments of anyone who had expired in such a preposterous fashion, she wasn’t sure.


  Regardless, when Eudokia had learned that Nonia had gone the way of her husband, albeit with slightly greater dignity, Eudokia had arranged for her issue to take up residence in one of the many unused sections of the estate. Konstantinos had just left for the provinces, and the house felt a bit silent. Eudokia liked company, so long as it didn’t make a nuisance of itself. And she liked the reputation for generosity that these acts of largesse afforded her.


  Nor, in the years since he’d come to the mansion, had Leon given her cause to regret her magnanimity. He was clever but not loquacious, which was a combination one found rarely enough to take notice. Five years had turned him into a fine-looking youth, though he had inherited his mother’s weak chin, and he could do with a bit more exercise of the physical rather than mental variety. His tutors all spoke well of him, which either meant that he was smart enough to satisfy their demands or strong-willed enough to bully them into submission. Eudokia suspected the former, which disappointed her slightly.


  If she had one complaint against the boy, it was that he seemed sometimes not that at all. At an age when most of his contemporaries couldn’t see past the next whorehouse, Leon maintained a sense of learning and decorum that bordered on the severe. Bordered too closely, she thought. There was a certain sort of man who made a vice of virtue – fetishising austerity, turning their nose up at the compromises required of worldly activity, holding to a code of ethics that allowed them to do nothing and feel proud of it. They called themselves philosophers, or poets sometimes, two professions that Eudokia found to be beneath the dignity of a scion of the Aurelia family. How exactly she was to channel her charge into an existence worthy of his ancient line was not the least of Eudokia’s current slate of concerns.


  ‘And what use will you make of the sun?’ Eudokia asked.


  ‘Ionnes just sent over a book of his poetry. I’ve promised I’ll give him my notes by tomorrow. After that I was thinking I might go down to the Senate. They’re scheduled to debate the northern question – it’s certain to generate some heat.’


  ‘More than light, I imagine.’


  ‘You underrate them. Senator Andronikos, in particular, has been making a compelling case for forgiving this recent unpleasantness with Salucia.’


  ‘I don’t suppose his interests in the sugar trade have anything to do with his position on the subject.’


  ‘Cupidity? In the Senate?’ Leon turned a page. ‘I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.’


  ‘And how are the other grandees taking to Senator Andronikos’s latest bit of wisdom?’


  ‘Hard to say. Manuel made a rather passionate speech in support of it yesterday afternoon, though there weren’t many senators present to hear him make it.’


  ‘Manuel feels passionately about everything, so I’m not sure that indicates much.’


  ‘He’s a man of strong principles.’


  ‘And how he loves to let you know it.’


  The door to the servants’ quarters opened and a slave came in with Eudokia’s breakfast on a silver tray – a small cup of tea and a few slices of melon. Except on feast days, she rarely ate more. The wolf does not hunt on a full stomach.


  ‘Andronikos is a reprobate,’ Leon continued, ‘Manuel a fanatic. One might get to thinking you lack faith in our governing body entirely.’


  ‘Perish the very thought. Why, wherever would we be without that noble forum to give us guidance in these clouded and corrupt days?’ Eudokia slipped a spoon of cream into her tea, let it rise to the top before mixing. ‘Will you be attending Senator Valens’ name-day gathering?’


  ‘I hadn’t planned on it. I quite loathe the senator, and hardly see the point in celebrating his managing to hold on to life for another year. Should he stage a funeral, on the other hand, you can be certain of my presence.’


  ‘Your personal feelings towards the man notwithstanding,’ Eudokia said, clamping down on a tickle of exasperation, ‘high society anxiously awaits your arrival.’


  ‘Drunken heiresses and half-witted grandees – they can wait a little longer.’


  ‘Yes, quite the iconoclast. How proud we all are of this courageous stance you’ve taken against gaiety.’ Eudokia rose from the table. ‘Your time is yours to spend or waste, as you will. But if you’ve an interest in how the Commonwealth is actually run, you’d be better off spending an hour with the Valens’ guests than a day observing the Senate. You’d also be far more likely to find someone to take home at the end of the evening.’


  Leon blushed to the roots of his hair. It was a cheap means to victory, Eudokia realised – sharp as a blade when it came to politics, the boy all but shrivelled if you mentioned the bedchamber. Not for the first time, Eudokia wondered if his timorousness was cover for deviancy. She thought not – the Salucian vice was hardly unknown among the aristocracy, and certainly shouldn’t have been cause for such exaggerated bashfulness.


  Man or woman, though, he wouldn’t find them sitting reading in his room. ‘You’re too young to be so boring,’ Eudokia said, patting the boy lightly on the cheek as she left the room.


  Jahan was already waiting when she entered the study, standing near her desk, peeling an orange. He was the room’s chief ornament, which was bare bordering on austere. A desk, a chair beneath it, one in the corner in the thus far unrealised possibility that Jahan might prefer to sit rather than stand. She had a large library of course, and often used it when entertaining. But this was where the real work took place.


  For the next six hours Eudokia busied herself with the small mountain of correspondence that she had received in the twenty-four hours since she’d last emptied the pile. First came the personal correspondence, dull work but necessary, answering invitations to weddings and birth-celebrations and naming days. Most of these received a polite refusal, though the very important and particularly highly favoured would find their fetes graced by the first lady of the Commonwealth.


  Next there were matters of business, the extensive enterprises which Eudokia had inherited and which her acumen had expanded upon in the long decades since reaching her majority. Huge plots of farmland throughout the Aelerian heartland, mineral and timber rights for vast swathes of territory in eastern reaches of the March, monopolies on wine and oil and salt from the recently conquered Baleferic isles. Eudokia’s wealth endowed dozens of hospices, temples, schools and orphanages across the capital and the inner provinces, and simultaneously facilitated a hundred plots, stratagems and conspiracies, a massive engine which required constant stoking, stacks of gold solidus disappearing into the furnace.


  Only when she had finished with these did Eudokia turn her attention to her real work. Missives from across the length and breadth of Aeleria, and from far outside it as well. From nobles and domestics, from army officers and tax-farmers, from Salucian merchant princes and Dycian shipping magnates. The greater portion of them had no idea to whom they were writing, left their news in dead-letter drops or had it filtered through some third party. Most were written so obliquely as to require outside knowledge to make any sense of them. The very sensitive were transposed to a code of Eudokia’s own design, and when she came across these she would spend a quick few minutes deciphering them. The shrinking pile of letters represented what Eudokia felt confident was the finest intelligence system in the Commonwealth – in the Commonwealth at the very least. It was the product of long years of diligent labour, carefully cultivated over the course of most of a lifetime, all the more impressive because it had been grown from nothing.


  At half past noon Eudokia drank a goblet of red wine mixed liberally with spring water. Then she walked the sack of letters to the furnace. Four separate trips it took, to rid herself of the information she had acquired that day. It was too hot for a fire, but comfort took second place to caution.


  Next she took a brisk walk round the compound, Jahan trailing close behind. A handful of slaves were busy ensuring the continued health of the grounds, pruning and watering and a dozen other activities the purpose of which Eudokia was only vaguely clear on. Eudokia loved gardens but hated gardening, in truth disliked manual labour of any kind. It was a very good thing that Eudokia had been born to a station befitting her abilities, she often thought. Imagine a lifetime spent bending over and standing upright, over and upright, over and upright till finally you don’t come upright any more. The gods had known what they were doing when they had made Eudokia who she was.


  A shorter perambulation than she’d have preferred, and Eudokia was back to work. She kept open hours twice a month – an exhausting activity, granting audience to every trumped-up aristocrat and acquaintance’s friend desperate for a favour – but among her intimate circle of supporters, it was well known that she was available most days in the early afternoon.


  She took a spot in a large armchair, one of several that sat in the centre of the library. It was her favourite room in the house – Phocas had built it for her as a wedding present, though she had chosen the decor. It did not contain the largest collection of manuscripts in the capital; plenty of senators possessed entire wings demonstrating their erudition. But Eudokia’s was large enough, and the titles were well chosen and had the added virtue of having actually been read.


  From the small end table beside her she removed a ball of twine and sewing needle and continued her work on the tunic she had begun. Eudokia averaged two articles of outerwear a week, depending on size and complexity, two a week since she had been a young woman: a hill of trousers, a mountain of socks. It played well with the image she liked to portray, and it was a good way to buy a few seconds of time if a conversation turned awkward. Of course, her work was every bit as good as any professional seamstress. What Eudokia chose to do, she excelled at.


  She’d barely got started on the sleeve when her steward knocked twice on the door, entered smoothly and announced a visitor.


  ‘Revered Mother,’ Irene said, adding a quick curtsy to the term of endearment. ‘How does the afternoon find you?’


  ‘Busy, Irene, as ever.’


  Eudokia had taken Irene on as a handmaiden because her mother had been a childhood friend, or at least an acquaintance, and because a woman in Eudokia’s position was expected to be surrounded by pretty young things, and because it occasionally gave her pleasure to gossip and play as if she were still a girl. Irene was only the latest in a long slate of women Eudokia had brought under her wing, tended and nurtured and married off.


  She was stop-short beautiful. Her hair was a black so dark it seemed almost blue, her skin white as alabaster. She had sparkling eyes and a bosom that demanded attention, even when she wasn’t wearing something cut to show it off, which she almost always was. Her one flaw – physically, at least, since morally the girl was very much as rotten as a sewer – was her tremulous, high-pitched voice, like a hinge begging for oil. Eudokia knew that she had never been so lovely as Irene, not even in the very prime of her youth, but at least when she baited a lover she didn’t sound like a eunuch.


  Not that Eudokia had any doubt as to whom the average man would prefer. It was good practice, she found, trying not to hate Irene on general principle. Mostly, she even succeeded.


  ‘How goes the day’s work?’


  ‘Well enough, dear child, well enough.’


  Irene’s gown had all the fabric of a hand towel, and when she took the seat across from Eudokia her chest strained the cloth. Overdone, Eudokia thought, particularly as she would return home and change before the evening’s entertainment. ‘I’ll never understand,’ Irene began, ‘how you bear up under so heavy a load.’


  Eudokia smiled. It wasn’t that she enjoyed the flattery, particularly – true pride does not require affirmation – but she was a strict believer in upholding the hierarchy. Irene was her creature, and it was well that she gave frequent evidence of it. ‘How was your evening?’


  ‘Dull to the point of madness. Of course we had to make an appearance at the Hypatos’s little amusement, and with him living out towards Broad Hill it took our palanquin an hour to get there and an hour to get back. By then there was nothing to do but stop in at the Second Consul’s, and the Second Consul being the Second Consul he was less than sober and more than willing to try his hands with any girl foolish enough to let him.’


  Irene continued in this fashion for a while, light gossip that Eudokia had long since ceased to cause but still enjoyed hearing. The surrogate sins of an adopted daughter, red meat for a mother now used to softer fare. Jahan leaned against the far wall, chewing betel nuts and groping the girl with his eyes. The Parthan lacked the most basic social graces, though Eudokia had no intention of improving them. It was the effect Irene had intended, after all, and a woman who could not deal with a man’s attentions was no such thing at all.


  Irene was midway through an amusing little piece of calumny when the steward interrupted her apologetically, announcing an arrival. Without anything being said, Irene stood, curtsied and left by the side exit. A moment later the main door opened and Gratian Eyconos, senator, walked in.


  What was it that made a man powerful? Eudokia often wondered. Birth, first and foremost. Gratian came from a family that could trace itself back to the foundations of Aeleria, back to the first ships that had come north to the Tullus Coast hundreds of years prior. His ancestors had helped carve out a kingdom amidst the human nations that had long lived there, sheltered beneath the protection of the Others. And they had died in droves at the Lamentation, when the demons had ridden down Aeleria’s last king and slaughtered his line, leaving the throne empty and giving birth to the Republic.


  Apart from that, there wasn’t much to recommend him. Whatever looks he’d once possessed had long retreated against an onslaught of working lunches and second helpings. He had a basic education, could quote the more popular poets and philosophers, though not understand them. He had never commanded a thema, and Eudokia felt confident in asserting that he was as lacking in physical courage as he was moral. He dressed well, and was a deft if unspectacular hand at cards. Eudokia didn’t rank either of these qualities as relevant to being a leader of men, but then Eudokia was not a man.


  All things considered, what had brought Gratian to the forefront of the Senate was that he spoke in a pleasing baritone and said what she told him to say. One would think, given the commonplace nature of these traits, Gratian would do everything possible not to cause her any undue difficulty. But in fact barely a week passed without him begging a concession or favour, assistance in erasing some self-created misfortune.


  ‘Senator,’ Eudokia said, presenting her cheek. ‘How goes things among the great and good?’


  ‘I’m not sure that the Senate is either of those things, Revered Mother,’ he said ruefully, after planting a kiss a paper’s breadth from her skin. ‘But in a state of something close to chaos, regardless.’


  Eudokia gestured to the opposite chair, ‘You say that every time I see you.’


  ‘And I’m right every time. The west seethes with rebellion – the March lords will chase us back to the Pau River, for all the vaunted skill of the Caracal. The Salucians continue their programme of economic warfare, and every day we accept it we show ourselves unworthy of the duties of our fathers. And of course the Anamnesis draws close, with all its attendant concerns.’


  ‘The Commonwealth can be grateful for your leadership in these times of woe.’


  Gratian shook his fat face back and forth, rotund cheeks quivering for a half-second before falling still. ‘This is my last term as a senator, I swear it by the Self-Formed. This time next year I’ll be on my estate, free of the nattering of fools and ingrates.’


  It would be a neat trick to escape himself, though Eudokia doubted the senator would attempt it. He aired the possibility of retirement with all the frequency of a refrain in a drinking song, but Gratian couldn’t last half a month away from the fleshpots and eating houses of the capital. ‘Then we can only be grateful for the time you’re willing to spare us.’


  Gratian took that as his due, barely seemed even to hear it, so caught up was he with the problem he was about to lay at Eudokia’s feet. ‘Though in truth, it’s not politics that has brought me here today, but something more personal.’


  That he imagined there was a distinction between these two realms was one of the many things that made Gratian a fool. ‘Do continue.’


  ‘You’ve heard, I imagine, that I have grown very … close to Helena Comatus, daughter of Zeno who was once Strategos?’


  ‘If one paid attention to rumour, one would hardly have time to attend to anything else.’


  ‘In this case the gossips have the truth of it.’


  ‘She’s a fine woman. I can only hope she brings you the joy you deserve.’ In fact Helena was one of the single dullest people Eudokia had ever had the misfortune to be seated next to at a garden party, lacking in any virtue except for the cosmetic.


  ‘An angel, I assure you. The most exquisite creature. To find, in these days, such a storied innocence, such taste, such refinement—’


  This needed to be ended, or it would continue till sundown. ‘And what might I do for this half-divine?’


  ‘For her, nothing. For her cousin, however …’


  ‘Cousin?’


  ‘Justinian. She’s terribly fond of him, you see. A fine young lad, though he’s had some trouble finding his way in the world.’


  Justinian Comatus had trouble finding his way in the world because he was virtually an imbecile – indeed a difficult burden to labour beneath. Rumour also suggested that he and Helena shared bonds more than cousinly, and though as a rule Eudokia did not believe any gossip so piquant, somehow this one smacked of truth. ‘And what might I do for the young gentleman?’


  ‘The elections for Consul are coming up next month, and Justinian is on the ballot.’


  ‘Then your problem solves itself. Certainly the great esteem the people hold for his line should be sufficient to find him comfortably carrying the rod of office.’


  ‘One would think that, but in fact it seems a long shot that he’ll be called to serve.’


  ‘I shall light a candle to Terjunta. Undoubtedly the Sun Lord will look with favour on a man so similar in bearing and conduct.’


  Gratian exhaled a slow round of breath. ‘I had hoped you might take a more direct hand.’


  Eudokia smiled her empty smile. ‘How so?’


  ‘Please, Honoured Mother. With your connections, it would be a small thing to ensure Justinian’s … many virtues are given their proper account. He seeks appointment in the Third District – I thought, perhaps …’


  Eudokia waited for him to continue. Normally she preferred to smooth over the naked selfishness that lay at the heart of most of her relationships, but the sheer sordidness of Gratian’s request had perturbed her. Justinian wasn’t fit for any task more rigorous than cleaning out his asshole, and Gratian would have him made Consul, put in charge of maintaining order in the capital, ensuring the good behaviour of the rabble.


  It was nearly enough to bring one to anger. Eudokia’s smile remained bright and wide, and her stitching constant as ever.


  After longer than it should have taken him, Gratian realised he wasn’t to be let off the hook. ‘If you could perhaps say a few words to your man there, explain how much benefit Justinian’s leadership might have for the area.’


  Narses was the man she had in the Third District, one of those civic leaders more thug than businessman. But between violence and the largesse his violence allowed him to offer, he could command enough votes to get a corpse elected to sit on the Empty Throne. Eudokia let Gratian’s request hang in the air, watched him crumple in the face of it. ‘Truly, you exaggerate my influence. My acquaintances have all forgotten me, an old woman, only steps from the cenotaph.’ Gratian blanched, but she continued before he could turn to begging. ‘Still, let it never be said that an Aurelia is forgetful of her friends. I’ll make what efforts I can.’


  Gratian was so overcome with emotion that he half stumbled getting out of his chair, had to right himself awkwardly before crossing to her seat and taking her hand. Helena must have riled him near to madness – how any man ever got anything accomplished, attached to that mad, desperate beast that was his cock, Eudokia could never fathom. Indeed, few overcame the handicap. ‘Your kindness is as boundless as your beauty, Revered Mother. Your name will perpetually find praise on my lips, and be etched for ever on the innermost lining of my heart.’


  Eudokia slipped her hand back from his, returned to her knitting. There was an awkward silence while Gratian tried to determine why he hadn’t been dismissed yet. He sat back down finally, unsure of what else to do.


  ‘My nephew tells me that Andronikos and his people have been quite active in the Senate of late,’ Eudokia said.


  Gratian licked his lips. ‘Our misguided opposition. The noise they make is nothing but a cover for their lack of support, and a poor cover at that.’


  ‘Still, though. It would be wise not to let their provocations go unanswered. Perhaps a strong display of reason is in order, to clarify the situation for those misguided unfortunates yet to swing round to our way of thinking.’


  It took more than a few beats for Gratian to wrap himself round the subtext, but when that first gleam of enlightenment finally reached his eyes, he was quick to move on it. ‘As it happens, I’ve been preparing a devastating brief in support of our eastern policies. I should be ready to present it any day now.’


  ‘I anxiously await reports of its success.’ She extended her hand for Gratian to kiss, which he did quickly and without embarrassment, then scampered to the exit.


  Irene returned to take his spot shortly thereafter. ‘What did the senator want?’


  ‘To wet his dick, like every other member of his sex. Sometimes, dear, I despair over the fate of the Commonwealth, with such … tiny little men running it.’


  ‘But they don’t run it,’ Irene said, smiling sweetly. ‘You do.’


  ‘Now, now,’ Eudokia said, though she did not bother to contradict the girl.


  3


  Calla woke just past the hour of the Crake, as the night gave gradually before the dawn. She shifted aside the curtain of the window that hung above her bed, stared out at the water below. The descendant moon denuded the scene of pigment, grey waves breaking against grey rocks, the grey tower scraping the surface of a grey sky. Of course, Calla had been staring out of the window for her entire life, could repaint the panorama with the colours daylight would soon provide. She spent a moment toying with the luxurious blasphemy that she might not get up at all, sink back into her feather bed and return to sleep, rocked by the sounds of the waves she could hear far below, or imagine she could hear.


  But only for a moment. Then the sheets were cast aside and she was up, moving smoothly but with speed through the dark. There was a steam chamber attached to her bedroom and here, more so than beneath her covers, she had to be careful not to allow five minutes to become ten, ten to become twenty, twenty to become a short eternity. Calla towelled herself free of damp and returned to her darkened bedroom, kindling the beeswax candles by her bed more from custom than necessity.


  A timid knock at the door signalled the arrival of the day’s troubles.


  ‘Enter,’ Calla said.


  ‘I’ve come to wake you, mistress,’ Tourmaline said. Tourmaline was twenty but looked five years younger, the product of having no chest to speak of and the haircut of a prepubescent boy. At half their size her eyes might have been fetching, but their current diameter overawed the rest of her features, gave one the unpleasant impression of staring at a giant insect.


  In the three years since she had assumed the position of seneschal, Calla had never once required a wake-up call. It was a small source of pride to her, the discipline and self-control she maintained over her mind even while lost in the realm of slumber. Still, better certain than sorry, and it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that one morning the aid of a human alarm would be needed. Knowing Tourmaline as she did, Calla felt that would be the one day the poor, stupid little thing would muck it up, falling asleep herself, or tripping down a staircase and breaking both legs.


  ‘You’re not here delivering dinner?’


  Two blinks of blue eyes not far from idiocy. ‘No, mistress. It’s barely morning.’


  Calla gave no outward sign of annoyance. ‘Not everyone has your advantages,’ her father used to tell her, after she had left one of the other children of the Keep in tears. ‘And you ought not be so proud over something you had no hand in creating. You owe your mind to an accident of birth. As soon praise yourself for growing tall.’ A wise man, her father, a good deal wiser than Calla knew herself
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