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      It was a fine morning.

      Early summer, a clear day, the scent of new-cut hay on the air. The roses were coming out in Terec’s mother’s garden, crushed-velvet and rumpled silk petals in all the tenderest of pinks and reds. His mother didn’t care for the yellow roses dear to the emperors; with a fine disregard for custom she thought them vulgar.

      Terec woke early, as he did habitually despite a tendency to insomnia. He had not slept well the night before, having been beset by troubled dreams of the house burning down and all his family with it. It was not the first time he had had the dream.

      The scent of smoke was still in his nose, overpowering the sweet hay. Terec sat up. The edge of his sheet was singed and sooty where his hands had clenched at it in the night.

      He rubbed his hands together, shaking. The sunlight filled the room, which was decorated with all the cool, pale colours he loved. No reds or oranges or yellows: no, Terec preferred silvery greys, cool near-whites, icy blues, the palest of seashell greens.

      His sisters teased him for living inside an ice palace; his mother asked him every autumn, every winter, whether he didn’t want a fire laid in the elegant white-marble hearth. Their house might be warmed with magic, but nothing, simply nothing, she declared, could replace a proper fire.

      Terec was never cold. Fire filled his dreams, and ever more and more noticeably his blood.

      His pressed his fingers into the sheets. The sun was no longer the bright promise on the horizon, but the daystar itself. He braced himself, as he braced himself every morning. His father would be performing the morning rituals soon.

      There. The net fell across his shoulders, and he bowed his head in a willing submission to the magic. Under his fingers the sheets smouldered and smoked as the fire flickered a warning before retreating to embers.

      He did not know the specifics—his eldest sister was the heir, and Terec did not need to know what was done to bind their land to the Empire—but Terec was intimately aware of the magic at work. All the promise and freshness of the morning, all the freedom of the new day—gone.

      Every morning, every landed aristocrat in the Empire performed certain rituals. They were designed so they need not be performed by a wizard, but nevertheless worked magic: the magic that held the Empire in prosperity and might, bound five disparate worlds together, bound the very weather and natural processes of the land under its net.

      The net dropped down over the house, running from cornerstone to hearth and on to the next. The sunlit room was still, calm, dreaming, like a soft smile turned up to the sky. Terec could not see the magic, but he could feel it: heavy, weighted nets intended to catch every stray bit of magic and weave it into the beautiful totality that was called, in glorious simplicity, the Pax Astandalatis.

      Every citizen of the Empire partook of that peace and all that its magic brought. In return they lived and worked and died for the Emperor, shining heart of all that power and prestige, giving up a tithe of their earnings, even a tithe of themselves, to his glory.

      There was an old saying that a citizen of Astandalas bowed his neck to Astandalas and thereby stood taller than any outside its bounds.

      Under Terec's fingers the hem of the sheets fell apart in flakes of black ash.

      The magic settled into its daily yoke, which was more obvious by the day.

      Terec swallowed hard, but the decision was made. Wild magic was not necessarily illegal, but it was a sentence of exile nonetheless.
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      He joined the household for morning tea, as was customary when his parents were not at court. Terec tried not to look at them too deeply or too much, to be too obviously memorizing their laughs and their voices, their scents and the way they held their cups and saucers.

      There was his mother, elegant and beautiful, her dark hair loose this morning but for two pairs of braids at each temple. His father, handsome despite the long, narrow nose he had bequeathed to all his children, strong-shouldered, competent, disregarding the limp left from his early career in the army.

      Of Terec’s five siblings, two sisters—the eldest and youngest—lived at home; his third sister was married to a woman in the neighbouring duchy. His two brothers were away as well, the elder in the army and the younger still at university.

      Terec was in the middle in all respects, except for that unwelcome secret curse of magic.

      “And what are your plans for today, Terec?” his mother asked him, smiling genially.

      Terec set down his teacup so he had an excuse not to look at her. “I thought I might ride into Forgellenburg for a few days.”

      “Conju’s visiting his sister Seldra there, isn’t he?” his mother said knowingly.

      Terec managed a smile as his siblings took up the familiar teasing, asking him when he and Conju were going to set the date, whether they would be looking at wedding garments in the duchy seat. He picked up half a buttered muffin and took a bite. The butter seems to coat the inside of his mouth with a clammy film.

      “Do tell Seldra to write us sometime, won’t you?” his eldest sister said, and everyone laughed and went on with discussing the minutiae of their upcoming day. Terec met his father’s eyes once, by accident as he reached to set down his plate, and saw in them something that made him swallow back tears and flee the room with the excuse that he should get ready to leave if he wanted to make the city by evening.

      He had already packed; had packed and repacked his saddlebags any number of times over the past month. Each evening he persuaded himself it was all in his imagination that the fire would be held back no longer; and each morning the Pax landed more and more heavily on his shoulders. The Pax heard no protestations or excuses: it bound what was loose, or crushed it.

      He took all his money and what small valuables he possessed. Theirs was not a rich family, not with six children and several orphaned cousins and solitary aunts and uncles to support. Terec and his friend Conju had been intending to go to Astandalas and seek out honourable positions in some great lord’s household. They had been arguing whether they should travel first and then marry, or marry first and then travel.

      They had been planning it for years. Conju would be an exemplary secretary or gentleman-in-waiting, and Terec, they thought, would be an excellent household natural philosopher, even a wizard if he could only—

      Well, no matter those dreams.

      Terec was careful to be nonchalant as he shut the door to his room behind him and made his way downstairs. He bid easy farewells to those of the household he saw as he passed, glad none of them were his mother. His father’s study door was ajar, and though he turned his head to avoid catching his father’s eye, his father called out for him to enter.

      Terec shifted the two saddlebags over his shoulder. His father peered at him over his glasses. “Heading out, then?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Your eyes are a bit red …”

      Terec grimaced. “Touch of hay fever. You know how it is, father.”

      “I do, yes,” his father replied, rubbing his own irritated eyes. “Terec …” He trailed off, then seemed to gather himself. “Here.”

      He reached into the drawer of his desk and pulled out a leather pouch. Terec stared at it, unmoving, until his father shook it in his direction. Coins clinked. “Take it. For your ... travels.”

      Terec walked forward and accepted the pouch. It was heavy, was all he could think at first. It sat in his hands as heavy and cold as the muffin still in his throat.

      His father twiddled the quill he’d been sharpening. He did not seem willing to meet his son’s eyes.

      “Write us when—when you arrive, will you?”

      Terec nodded. “I will,” he promised quietly.

      “Safe travels, Terec,” his father said, and turned resolutely to the ledger before him.
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      He saddled his riding horse, bid a brief farewell to the groom mending tack at the stable door, and did not look back any more than usual as he descended the long, slanting lane that led away from home.

      It was a fine morning, sunny and clear and scented with new hay. The birds were singing; somewhere up ahead of him someone was burning brush. He passed out of his father’s lands after two hours of riding, reached Forgellenburg at the dinner hour, and at the crossroads he turned north.

      And that, he supposed, was that.
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