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## Epigraph

––––––––
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*The fire-binders did not tame them.*

*We learned to stand in a place where they found us more interesting than anything else.*

*This is, when you think about it, how all power works.*

––––––––
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- attributed to Master Seve, Third Keeper of the Order of Fire-Binders,

in a letter written in the year of the Withdrawal,

recovered from the sealed archive of the Imperial Library
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## Dramatis Personae

**ELIRA VALEN** - Regent of the empire. Widow of the late emperor's younger brother. Has governed the empire in trust for seven years while the emperor lived. Mother of Prince Ander.

**CAEDRIC THORN** - General of the Eastern March. Bastard son of the late emperor, legitimized by imperial decree but never formally named heir. Has held the empire's eastern frontier for a decade.

**RHIANNON** - Queen of the Northern Territories. Commands her own sovereign army. Her claim to the imperial throne is dynastic through a line the empire has disputed for two generations.

**SER JORYN HALE** - Knight of the palace household guard. Eleven years of service. Not a political man. Trying to remain that way.

**MAELIS CORREN** - Scholar of natural history and geology at the Imperial University. Researcher of the Varreth volcanic interior. Working on a problem no one has asked her to solve.

**HIGH PRELATE VEYR** - Head of the imperial church. Holds the church's claim to ratify imperial succession. Has been planning for this moment for some time.
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# Chapter 1 - The Emperor's Last Breath

—-
[image: ]


The emperor died at the fourth hour of the morning, between one breath and the next, without naming a successor.

Elira had been watching for that breath since midnight. She had learned to watch it - the chest's small rise, the pause that stretched, the release - the way she had once learned to read weather, or read faces at council, or read a room that had already decided something before she entered it. She understood that the pause between the last breath and the next was not a moment of uncertainty. It was a moment of transfer.

The physicians were still moving when she stood. One of them said something in a low voice - a formal phrase, the sanctioned words - and the other two bowed their heads. Elira did not bow hers. She was looking at the window, where the first grey of dawn was beginning to separate the sky from the city's roofline.

Her son stood beside her chair. He was seven years old and had not slept, and his hand was still in hers from when he'd reached for it two hours ago. She felt him press closer.

"Is Father Emperor dead?" Ander asked.

"Yes."

"Will he breathe again?"

"No."

He was quiet for a moment. He had his father's eyes - Elira's late husband had been the emperor's second son, dead eight years - and his great-uncle's long jaw, and absolutely none of the late emperor's appetite for spectacle. He was a serious child. She loved this about him and feared it in equal measure.

"What happens now?" he asked.

She looked down at him. "I'll tell you later. Right now you need to go with Sera and sleep."

"I'm not tired."

"I know." She released his hand and turned him gently toward the door, where his nursemaid waited with the practiced stillness of someone who had learned not to exist when the family needed to be alone. "Go."

He went. She watched the door close and then turned back to the room.

The emperor lay arranged against his pillows. The fever had taken his color three days ago and left him something smooth and yellow. He had been, in life, a large man - loud at table, decisive in council, capable of extraordinary warmth toward people he had already decided he liked. She had not been among those people. But they had understood one another, in the way that two careful players understand each other across a game board. He had not named her regent in any written document. He had also not named anyone else.

She would have to work with what was not there.

"Leave us," she said to the physicians.

They looked at each other. The eldest - Physician Corvin, who had served the imperial household for thirty years - said carefully, "My lady, there are protocols. The death must be formally witnessed and recorded. The council-"

"Will be summoned at first light. Which is in-" she looked at the window - "perhaps forty minutes. You have time to record your witness and still be present. Go."

They filed out. She waited until the door closed.

Then she crossed to the emperor's bedside table. The ornament there - a silver dish holding a seal ring, a key, and a folded piece of paper - had been placed within his reach three days ago, when the fever first spiked, in case he wished to make a final disposition. He had not touched it. She had been watching the dish the entire time.

She took the key.

It was an old key, iron, unremarkable - the kind that opened something large. She knew what it opened. She had known for six years, since her husband died and she began the process of learning everything she could about where things were held and who held them. She put the key in the pocket sewn into the left side of her bodice, where it sat against her ribs.

She left the seal ring. She left the folded paper.

She crossed to the door, opened it, and spoke to the two household guards standing outside. "The emperor is dead. Post that information to no one outside this corridor until I return. Send word to the captain of the household guard - she's to report to me at the treasury annex within the hour."

The guards looked at each other.

"The corridor," she said. "Not the street. Not the gate. This corridor."

They understood. "My lady."

She walked.

—-
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The treasury annex occupied the eastern wing of the palace complex, below the administrative floors and above the cellars - a series of reinforced rooms that held not only coin but bonds, deed records, sealed letters of credit, and the physical instruments of the empire's financial commitments. The door at the entrance of the annex was guarded at all hours by two men who answered to the Treasurer's office. Beyond that door was a second door. The key in Elira's pocket opened the second door.

Captain Herath was already there when Elira arrived. She had been captain of the imperial household guard for eleven years - she had the build of someone who had once been a soldier and now kept herself that way out of habit - and she looked at Elira with the careful neutrality of a person waiting to learn what kind of moment this was.

"The emperor is dead," Elira said.

Herath said nothing.

"I need two of your people here at the second door. Not the Treasurer's guards - yours. They are to admit no one without my written authorization until I have addressed the council."

"My lady." A pause. "The Treasurer will object."

"The Treasurer will object very loudly. Your people are to be polite about it."

Herath's expression did not change, but something shifted behind her eyes - a calculation completed. "And when they ask on whose authority?"

"The Regent's," Elira said. "The council will confirm it at first light. You have perhaps forty minutes."

Herath turned and issued quiet instructions to the two guards who had accompanied her. They took their positions at the second door. Then she turned back to Elira and waited.

"I need someone I trust at the prince's chambers as well," Elira said. "He's with Sera, he's sleeping or close to it. I want one of yours outside the door until further notice."

"Done."

"And the gate records for last night - who entered the palace complex after the second bell. I want a copy before the council meets."

"I'll have it."

"Good." Elira looked at the door, at the two guards standing before it, at the key in her own hand that she had not yet used. She was thinking. There was nothing behind the second door that she needed to move or touch tonight - the point was not to take anything, the point was to establish, clearly and before any alternative claim could be made, that access to the treasury lay with the Regent and not with the Treasurer's office or the council or anyone who might think that the emperor's death had created a vacancy in authority rather than a transfer of it.

"Is there anything you need from me right now?" Herath asked.

Elira looked at her. "I need you to understand that the next six hours will determine the shape of the next six months. And I need you to be exactly what you have always been."

Herath was quiet for a moment. "What have I always been?"

"Reliable."

The captain nodded once. "Then you have what you need."

—-
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She was back in the corridor outside the emperor's chamber when the first senior councillor arrived - Lord Fenn, who held the portfolio of grain and taxation and who had apparently been awake already, which she noted. He was red-faced and slightly breathless, dressed in formal clothes that looked as though they had been assembled quickly over sleeping clothes. He stopped when he saw her.

"Lady Elira." He looked at the door. "Is it-"

"Yes."

He closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them again, the politician had returned to his face. "The council should assemble."

"At first light. I've already sent word." She watched him. "Lord Fenn, where were you when you heard?"

"My man woke me."

"Your man." She let that sit for a moment. "And who woke your man?"

Fenn was not a subtle person, but he was not a foolish one, and he understood the implication. "I don't know."

"Find out," she said pleasantly. "Before the council meets."

She left him standing in the corridor with that to think about.
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The council chamber filled slowly, in the way that rooms fill when the people entering them are each trying to appear as though they had been awake, dressed, and prepared for this particular morning. Elira stood at the head of the table and watched them take their seats. She counted who sat where, who spoke to whom, who arrived with whom.

There were eleven of them. She needed seven to formally seat her as Regent. She had been counting votes for two years.

She had five she was certain of, three she was nearly certain of, two she was managing carefully, and one - Lord Caeth, who held the eastern coastal provinces and had been trading letters with the bastard general's camp for six months - who she had no illusions about.

When they were seated, she spoke.

"The Emperor Varanthos died at the fourth hour of the morning. I was present. The physicians were present. The formal record is being completed now and will be entered into the imperial register by midday." She paused. "He died without naming a successor."

Silence. The particular silence of a room full of powerful people who are all thinking the same several things at once.

Lord Caeth said, "Then the succession is-"

"I will be speaking next," she said. Not loudly. He stopped.

"The imperial succession law provides that in the absence of a named successor, the council has thirty days to confirm a candidate by majority vote. During those thirty days, the sitting Regent holds administrative authority." She looked around the table. "I am the sitting Regent. I have been the sitting Regent since the prince's birth, confirmed by the council at that time, and nothing in the law or the emperor's final disposition changes that standing."

Another silence, different in texture.

"Three claims will be raised," she continued. "I am aware of all of them. I expect you are as well. We will address each in turn through the formal process and with documentation. That process begins today. In the meantime, the administration of the empire continues uninterrupted." She set her hands flat on the table. "Are there questions about what I've just described?"

Lord Caeth began to speak. She let him talk for a while - something about legitimacy and blood and the eastern provinces' particular concerns - and she listened with complete attention, because the content of what Caeth said mattered less than the shape of it. She was watching for who else at the table was nodding.

Two of them nodded. She adjusted her count accordingly.

When he finished, she said, "Thank you, Lord Caeth. Those concerns will be addressed in the formal process. I would ask that we allow that process to do its work before we assume its conclusions." She looked at the rest of the table. "I'd like to move on to the morning's administrative business. The grain levy from the southern provinces is three weeks late."

And she did. Because the empire ran on grain levies and road maintenance and the thousand small decisions that kept people fed and warm and willing to believe that the structure around them was functioning. She ran the meeting. They let her, because no one had yet arranged an alternative, and because the meeting was already underway, and because she did not give them a natural moment to object.

She ran the meeting for ninety minutes. By the end of it, she had secured two written commitments she needed and surfaced one piece of intelligence she hadn't had.

Outside, through the high chamber windows, the sky had gone from grey to pale gold. The city was waking up. Somewhere to the east, beyond the capital and its politics, the courier riders were already moving.

She thought: *I have perhaps six weeks before the first army moves.*

She opened the next document and continued the meeting.
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# Chapter 2 - Word from the East

### POV: Caedric | Target: 2,000 words
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The battle at Thresh Ford was already over by the time the courier arrived. It had not been much of a battle - a border clan called the Karath, three hundred men with good horses and poor discipline, who had been raiding the eastern settlements for two seasons and who had apparently decided that the empire's attention was elsewhere. They had been correct about that, and incorrect about the consequences.

Caedric had taken them at the ford itself, in the grey light before full dawn, with half his cavalry positioned in the shallows downstream and the other half hidden in the tree line to the west. When the Karath committed their crossing, both halves closed. The fighting lasted perhaps twenty minutes. He had lost eight men. The Karath had lost considerably more, and those who hadn't lost their lives had lost their horses and were currently sitting in a muddy field under the supervision of his junior officers, deciding what kind of future they wanted.

He was writing the after-action summary when Sergeant Dav touched his shoulder.

He looked up.

Dav said nothing. He held out a sealed tube - the kind used for urgent dispatches, heavier wax than standard, with the imperial seal. His face held the particular blankness that experienced soldiers adopted when they were carrying information they had already guessed.

Caedric took the tube. He looked at it for a moment, then at the field around him: the cleanup in progress, his officers moving among the prisoners, two of his medics crouched over a man with a bad leg wound. Smoke rising from the eastern tree line where someone had set a campfire without orders. He should address that.

"Give me a moment," he said.

Dav withdrew.

He broke the seal. Read the document inside. It was two paragraphs from a clerk in the capital - formal, neutral, the specific neutrality of a man writing something he expected would have readers he hadn't anticipated. The emperor was dead. The succession was unresolved. The Regent held administrative authority pending the council's deliberations.

The date of death was three days ago.

He sat with that for a while. He had known this was coming - the emperor's fever had been common knowledge in the officer corps for a month - but knowing a thing was coming and receiving the official news of its arrival were different experiences. He had not seen his father in four years. They had corresponded infrequently, in the way of men who understood each other without warmth. The emperor had never acknowledged him publicly as anything more than a general of exceptional ability. He had also never disinherited him, which Caedric had always understood as a kind of inheritance in itself.

He folded the dispatch. Put it in his coat. Stood.

The field around him continued its work. Two prisoners were arguing with each other in the Karath tongue - a territorial dispute, possibly, or a grudge from before today. A raven was working at something near the riverbank. His cavalry horses were being walked in circles by the grooms, cooling after the exertion. Ordinary morning. The kind of morning that came after every battle, regardless of what the battle meant.

He became aware that his officers had stopped moving.

Not all of them - the medics were still working, and the men managing the prisoners were still managing them. But his senior officers, the ones who would have had access to the same intelligence networks, who would have been waiting for the same news - they had stopped. They were watching him. Seven of them, distributed around the field, all oriented toward him the way a compass needle orients toward north.

He said nothing. He walked to where his horse was tied, untied it, and led it a few paces away from the field toward the riverbank. He needed a moment that looked like privacy. He needed to think in the way that required stillness on the outside.

*What are the facts.*

He had an army of fourteen thousand men, experienced and provisioned and currently operational in the field. He had the formal rank of General of the Eastern March, conferred by the emperor eight years ago. He had no written testament from his father, no legal designation as heir. He had blood - the emperor's blood, legitimized in a minor court ceremony when he was nineteen that everyone had agreed to ignore until now. He had the loyalty of his troops, which was a different kind of document than a written will but not, in his assessment, a less binding one.

He had enemies in the capital who had been building their case against him for a decade. He had Lord Caeth in the east coastal provinces, who was useful but not loyal. He had the Regent, who was precise and contained and who had a seven-year-old son and no army of her own.

He had forty-three days of supplies in the current depot, assuming no reinforcement.

He heard boots behind him and turned. It was Brynn - Commander Brynn Sarach, his second, who had served with him since the Vethian campaign twelve years ago and who had a habit of arriving at the moment when he was needed without having been summoned. She was a compact woman with grey in her hair and a directness that had gotten her passed over for promotion three times before Caedric had made her his second over the objections of two senior lords.

"How long?" she asked.

"Three days."

"Courier was delayed."

"Intentionally or not, I can't say." He looked at the river. It was running high with snowmelt, brown and quick. "What's the camp saying?"

"That you're going to march."

"What else."

"That if you don't, someone else will get there first." She paused. "They're not wrong about that."

He had known this. He had known it since the fever news arrived three weeks ago - had begun, quietly, the preparations that did not look like preparations. The supply depot restocked, the cavalry horses rotated out of the heaviest patrol duty, the relationships with the local grain merchants tested and confirmed. Not because he had decided, but because he had learned, in twenty years of field command, that decisions were not made in moments. They were made in the weeks before the moment, in the accumulation of small choices that left you with one viable direction when the moment arrived.

He had been making those choices for three weeks.

"They'll say I'm a bastard," he said.

"They already say that."

"They'll say the claim has no legal standing."

"Some of them. Others will say the opposite. The law is unclear enough that the argument runs both ways, and you know it."

He did know it. He had had the relevant statutes read to him twice by different legal scholars specifically to confirm that neither reading was obviously wrong. The ambiguity was not an accident - it was what happened when law was written by people who didn't want to resolve a question they hoped would never need resolving.

"The Regent will move quickly," he said.

"She already has. Herath's household guard has the treasury annex."

He looked at her sharply. "How do you know that?"

Brynn allowed herself a small, dry expression. "I pay someone."

He absorbed this. The treasury - of course. That was the first move. Control of the treasury controlled the credit, which controlled the mercenary market, which controlled the speed at which forces could be assembled. He had his army, which was already assembled. But his army ran on supply, and supply ran on money, and the money was in the annex.

He had perhaps sixty days before the financial situation began to constrain him. Sixty days was not a long campaign window.

"Get me a full accounting," he said. "Supply, horses, what we owe the Vethian contractors. Everything."

"Already done. On your desk since this morning."

"Of course it is." He looked at the river again. He was thinking about the western roads - which were passable now, which would deteriorate with another month's rain, what the crossing at Veth would look like in six weeks versus ten. He was thinking about the garrison at the capital's outer wall and who commanded it, and whether that person was flexible. He was thinking about the prince, who was seven, and what a seven-year-old understood about the situation he was in.

He turned around.

His officers were still watching him. All of them now - even the medics had stood up. Sixty, seventy men visible from where he stood, and behind them the rest of the camp moving through its morning routines, unaware of what the sealed tube had contained but aware that something had shifted. The atmosphere of a camp was a thing you could feel without being able to name it.

Caedric walked back toward the field. He walked through his men, not around them, which was habit - a thing he had learned early, that authority resided in closeness and not in distance, that the man who walked among his soldiers was a different kind of commander than the man who watched from elevation.

He stopped in the middle of the field.

He did not raise his voice. He did not need to - they went quiet as he stopped, a ripple of attention spreading outward from him.

"The emperor is dead," he said. Simply. The words landing like a stone into water.

The quiet deepened.

"He died three days ago without naming a successor. The council is deliberating. The Regent holds the palace." He looked around at the faces nearest him. Some of them were young - twenty, twenty-two, men who had joined the eastern march fresh from provincial training and who had never stood in a room with an emperor. "You have a right to know what I know."

Someone - a sergeant near the back, a man named Pol who had been with him since the Karath raids three years ago - went to one knee. He did it without ceremony or announcement, simply a man making a decision, the knee hitting the mud with a soft sound.

Then another.

Then a third. A fourth. The movement spreading out from the center like heat from a fire, unhurried but unstoppable. Within a minute most of the field was kneeling. Not all of them - there were men near the edges who stood still, watching, not committing. He noted them. He would not hold it against them. A man who kneels because everyone else is kneeling is a different kind of soldier than a man who kneels because he's decided to.

He didn't stop it. He had known he wouldn't.

What he felt, standing in the center of that field with the river behind him and the smoke from the unauthorized campfire still rising in the east, was not triumph. He had felt triumph before - after the Vethian crossing, after the night engagement at Sarre Ford. This was different. This was the feeling of a door opening onto a room you had always known was there but had never entered.

He said, "Get up. We have work to do."

They got up.

He returned to his tent and the supply accounting that Brynn had left on his desk. He read every line. Then he sent for his quartermaster and his cavalry commanders and his senior engineers, and they spent the rest of the morning doing exactly what the morning required, which was the ordinary business of a general who had just finished a battle and was preparing for whatever came next.

At the midday meal, he wrote three letters. One to Lord Caeth, brief and oblique. One to the Treasurer's office in the capital, formally requesting confirmation of the march's supply credits. One to the captain of his personal guard, instructing a change in his protection protocols.

He did not write to the Regent. That conversation would happen in person, or not at all.
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# Chapter 3 - The Northern Wind
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The envoy had traveled fifteen days from the capital. Rhiannon could tell by his boots.

She received him in the longhouse, in the high-backed chair that served her as a throne, with her two senior war-captains standing behind her and the fire burning low at the room's center. This was deliberate - the fire kept down, the room cool enough that the southern man's discomfort would be visible but not enough to seem rude about it. She had been managing this particular balance for eleven years.

His name was Lord Annek Sovath - a minor lord of the administrative tier, the kind of man the capital dispatched when they wanted a face that communicated formality without committing power. He bowed correctly, presented his sealed documents in the correct order, and spoke the formal condolence phrases with the practiced fluency of a man who had said them many times in the past two weeks.

She let him speak. She watched him.

He was perhaps forty-five, dark-haired, with the particular quality of attention in his eyes that distinguished intelligent people from the merely ambitious. His composure was good. He had maintained it through the hall's entrance and the walk to her chair, both designed to take long enough for a man to notice the weapons on the walls and the number of people watching him from the shadows at the hall's edges. He had not let himself look at the weapons.

She gave him credit for that.

"The council extends its condolences to the northern alliance," he said, completing the formal language, "and its assurances that the succession process will be conducted with full respect for the treaty obligations between the empire and the northern clans."

"Which treaty obligations, specifically?" she asked.

A brief pause. "My lady?"

"There are four treaty documents currently in force between the northern alliance and the empire. I'm curious which ones you mean."

"All of them, of course."

"All four."

"Yes."

She looked at him steadily for a moment. "Lord Sovath, you've come a long way. Please sit."

He sat in the chair her man had placed - lower than hers, correctly positioned - and accepted the cup of water that was offered. Not wine. She noted that he didn't comment on this.

"The council," she said, "currently consists of eleven members, of whom I know - through sources that I'm sure you're aware I maintain - that five support the Regent's claim outright, three are undecided, two are leaning toward the bastard general's faction, and one has been corresponding with your office specifically in ways that suggest he expects concessions in exchange for his vote."

Sovath was good. His expression adjusted only slightly. "I wouldn't characterize-"

"I'm not asking you to characterize anything. I'm telling you what I know so we can have a more efficient conversation than the one you were prepared for." She set her cup down. "The emperor is dead. The succession is contested. I have a treaty obligation that requires me to provide military support to the empire in times of external threat, but that treaty is silent on succession conflicts." She watched him. "Do you disagree with that reading?"

"The council would argue that internal instability constitutes-"

"The council can argue whatever it likes. I'm asking if you disagree with the reading."

Another pause, longer. "No," he said. "Technically."

"Good. So my obligation is currently discretionary."

He looked at her with the expression of a man revising his assessment. "What does the northern alliance require in order to make it less discretionary?"

She almost smiled. She appreciated a man who could abandon a script quickly.

"I have some questions," she said. "Then I'd like to think."

She asked the questions. She asked about the Regent's current financial position, the treasury's available credit, the status of the grain stores in the central provinces. She asked about the bastard general's forces - their current disposition, their supply situation, the loyalty of the specific officers she knew by name. She asked about the church, and what the High Prelate had said publicly versus what he had said to the council.

Sovath answered some of these questions and declined others, which was more useful than if he had answered everything - the ones he declined told her something about where the pressure was.

She asked about the road conditions on the south approach through the Morthane passes.

He told her they were difficult but passable.

She thanked him and sent him to the guest hall with her chamberlain and a promise of a formal reply by morning.

—-
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Her senior war-captains were Dort and Sera-Kael - a man and a woman, both from the eastern clans, both old enough to have ridden with her mother's generation and young enough to still be violent about it. They stayed after the hall emptied and waited for her to speak.

"Dort," she said, "what's the road like through Morthane?"

"Difficult," he said. "The envoy told the truth about that much. Passable for mounted, hard for supply wagons. The rear elevation stays icy through the fifth month most years."

"We're in the third month."

"Yes."

She thought about that. "And if we went around? East of Morthane, the long way."

He thought. "Two weeks longer. The forage is better. Less exposure."

"More exposure to the Vaerith territory."

"Vaerith's clan lord is sensible."

"He is until he isn't," she said. This was a northern proverb. Dort and Sera-Kael both understood what it meant in practice: that sensible men had a price, and sensible men who owed loyalty to a queen were different from sensible men who had been offered something she hadn't countered.

She rose from the chair and walked to the fire, stoking it up. The room was genuinely cold. She had kept it that way for the envoy's benefit and hadn't particularly noticed until now.

"I'm not committing to the march," she said. "Not yet."

Dort looked at her with the particular expression he used when he disagreed and wasn't going to say so directly, which she had long since learned to read. "The longer we wait-"

"The better our information." She turned. "If we march in the third month and the bastard general has already reached the capital, we arrive into a situation that's already resolved. If we march in the fourth month with better intelligence about what we're marching into, we arrive with options."

"And if the Regent falls before the fourth month?"

"Then we renegotiate with whoever replaced her."

Sera-Kael said, quietly, "The Regent's terms are better than the general's will be."

"Yes."

"He doesn't need us the way she does. She's offering us things she wouldn't offer from strength."

"I know."

"So there's an argument for committing early, before the Regent's leverage drops."

Rhiannon looked at her captain. She liked Sera-Kael for exactly this quality - the woman thought about incentives before she thought about emotions, which was the correct order. "Yes," she said. "There is. And there's a counter-argument that says the Regent's leverage will not drop as quickly as the general expects, because the Regent is better at this kind of contest than he is."

She walked to the window. Outside, the longhouse's yard was muddy and grey - late winter, the snow mostly gone but the ground not yet firm. She could see two of her household guard at the gate, and beyond the gate the village's main track, and beyond that the beginning of the pine forest that went on for a hundred miles north before it became something else.

She thought about her late husband, who had been the one with the formal treaty obligation to the empire, whose death four years ago had left the obligation technically in question - she was his successor by clan custom but his treaty partner by the empire's reckoning, and the empire had not formally clarified whether widows inherited their husbands' political debts. She had let that ambiguity sit without pressing it. It had been more useful uncertain.

Now it might be more useful clarified.

"I want to know three things before I decide," she said. "I want to know the state of the Morthane pass in the next month's weather - send Orryn, he's reliable. I want to know whether Vaerith clan lord has received an offer from the capital yet, and what it was. And I want to know what the bastard general's intelligence people know about our current disposition." She turned from the window. "The last one means finding out if we have a problem inside the clan."

Neither of her captains reacted to this. They were not people who reacted visibly.

"The envoy," Dort said. "Do we tell him anything tomorrow?"

"Yes. We tell him that the northern alliance values its treaty commitments and will give the matter its full and serious consideration, and that we are in the process of conducting the necessary consultations with clan leadership before making any formal response." She paused. "And we tell him that we expect full reaffirmation of the third treaty provision - the one about northern trade route authority - in writing, before any military commitment is made."

"He won't have the authority to grant that."

"No. But it will take him two weeks to get back to the capital and return with someone who does. Which gives us two weeks."

She returned to her chair. She sat, and she thought, and her captains stood quietly and let her think, because they had been with her long enough to know that when she sat and was quiet she was not done working, she was only working somewhere they couldn't see.

She was thinking about her son, who was twelve and who would be queen after her - she had established that clearly enough, though not without cost. She was thinking about what this war meant for the passes and the trade routes that were the north's actual economic lifeblood - the empire's market for northern timber and ore, which kept her people fed through winters that lasted too long. She was thinking about what the realm looked like in two years if she stayed out of this fight, and in two years if she entered it, and on which side.

She had always been better at long sums than short ones.

"Send for the clan council," she said finally. "I want them here in five days."

Dort and Sera-Kael left.

She sat in the chair and watched the fire she had just stoked burning its way through the new wood and thought about roads and weather and supply lines, and said nothing to anyone for a long time.

—-
[image: ]


—-
[image: ]


# Chapter 4 - The First Council
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Eight days after the emperor's death, the formal succession council convened in the Chamber of Argument, which was what the imperial palace's largest meeting room had been called for three hundred years, and which had earned that name many times over.

Elira had requested eight days. She had needed them to do four things: secure the council votes she was almost-certain of, gather intelligence on the two she was managing carefully, prepare the legal documentation that would support her regency claim against the challenges she knew were coming, and arrange the room.

The room was important.

She had the seating redistributed. Not obviously - the positions of the great chairs were fixed by protocol, and changing them would have created an argument before the meeting started. But the light was hers to direct. The eastern windows let in afternoon sun that fell directly on the chairs belonging to Lord Caeth and Lord Anric Veth, the two council members she had assessed as either hostile or unreliable. In that light, every shift in expression was visible. She had moved her own chair a degree left so that the window was behind her.

She had also arranged the document tables. Three tables, parallel, held the primary materials being formally entered into the record: the legal attestations of her regency authority, the formal notice of General Thorn's claim, and the formal notice of the northern queen's treaty-based interest. She had insisted on this - that all three claims be on the table simultaneously, in writing, at the start of the meeting. Her advisors had argued against it, saying it legitimized the competing claims.

She had explained, patiently, that the competing claims were legitimate - they existed regardless of whether the council acknowledged them - and that the council which named the problem controlled its framing, while the council that pretended it away only lost that control.

They had been quiet after that.

—-
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The church representative arrived first. He was a young man named Pell - an under-secretary to the High Prelate's office, not the Prelate himself, which was a statement about the church's current posture. They were observing without fully committing. He sat at the far end of the table, beside the document that recorded his office's formal assertion of moral authority over the succession, and arranged his face into the particular blankness of a man trying to look neutral while carrying instructions.

Lord Caeth arrived five minutes late. She noted it. He was a heavy man, grey-bearded, with a quality of deliberate slowness that she suspected was cultivated. The eastern coastal provinces he governed were the empire's primary naval port, and he governed them the way a man governed a port - by making himself essential to the movement of things. He had been making himself essential to the general's movement of information for six months. He sat, rearranged some papers that didn't need rearranging, and looked at her with the careful pleasantness of a man who was watching to see if she knew what she knew.

She let him know that she did.

"Lord Caeth," she said, when everyone was seated. "The Crossing at Veth. You'll have received word?"

He looked at her. "I have."

"Was it what you expected?"

A pause. Around the table, eleven faces making various calculations. "I'm not sure what you mean, my lady."

"I wondered if you'd expected General Thorn's forces to be so far west by now." She said it lightly, as though the question were administrative. "Supply-wise, particularly. His eastern depot is quite far from the Veth. I imagine his quartermasters have worked hard."

Caeth's face was good. It stayed good. "I wouldn't know about his quartermasters."

"No," she said. "Of course not." She moved to the first document. "Let's begin."

—-
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She opened the formal session in the prescribed manner, speaking the words that invoked imperial law and the council's authority, and then she did the thing she had been planning for six days: she named the three claims, herself, out loud and formally, before any of the hostile members could frame the question.

"As of the eighth day following the emperor's death, three interests have been formally registered with this council regarding the imperial succession. First, the interest of the Crown Prince Ander Valen, represented by his Regent, who holds this office by confirmed appointment. Second, the interest of General Caedric Thorn, presenting a claim of blood through the emperor's acknowledged but unlimitized-" she used the legal term precisely - "natural lineage. Third, the interest of the northern alliance, represented through treaty provision by Queen Rhiannon, whose formal position has not yet been fully articulated but whose treaty rights create a cognizable interest in the succession's outcome."

She set the document down.

"All three interests are lawful," she said. "This council's authority is to determine, within the thirty-day period prescribed by succession law, which claim best serves the empire's needs, and to confirm that claim accordingly."

Lord Fenn, two seats to her left, cleared his throat. He was her clearest ally on the council - a pragmatist who had decided, years ago, that the Regent's competence was more reliable than the alternatives. "The prescribed process requires documentation of all claims. Has the general's representative submitted his formal documentation?"

"He has not," she said. "We will give him ten days."

"And if he declines to engage the formal process?"

"Then the formal process concludes without his participation." She looked around the table. "The law doesn't require him to play. It does require the council to decide."

From the far left, Lord Caeth said, "The question of blood legitimacy-"

"Will be addressed in the documentation review."

"-is not a simple legal question. The emperor's recognition, however informal-"

"Lord Caeth." She kept her voice even. "The relevant statutes have been reviewed. There are two defensible interpretations of the recognition question. This council will hear both of them, in order, with documentation, and then decide. That is the process."

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "What is the status of the treasury?"

The room shifted. She felt it - not physically, but as a change in the quality of attention, the way a room shifts when something true is said.

She had expected this question. She had prepared for it.

"The treasury is secured," she said. "It is administered by the Regent's office pending succession resolution, as is standard practice."

"Standard practice in cases where the succession is not contested."

"Standard practice in all cases," she said. "Show me the statute that says otherwise."

Caeth looked at the church representative. It was a small look, brief enough to miss if you weren't watching for it. She had been watching for it.

She filed it.
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They went through the documentation for two hours. She had prepared her advisors to present each element in a specific order - not the most legally strong first, which would have been the obvious approach, but rather the elements most likely to pull the undecided members toward her before the more contested questions arose.

The third treaty provision, which concerned northern trade route authority, was entered into the record. She had included it not because it was directly relevant to the succession but because Lord Fenn held a mining interest in the northern passages, and seeing the treaty provision formally in play reminded him of what he had to protect.

She watched his posture change when the document was read. Good.

The legal argument about blood legitimacy was presented by her chancellor - a small, precise woman named Adviser Hethran who had spent thirty years in the law and who presented the case for inherited regency authority with the unhurried certainty of someone who had already won the argument in her own mind. She did not argue against Caedric's claim. She simply laid out, in careful sequence, the legal framework within which any claim had to be assessed - and within that framework, the Regent's authority was prior.

Lord Caeth objected three times. She let Hethran answer him twice and addressed him directly on the third. She did not dismiss his objection. She acknowledged it, named it precisely, and explained why it did not alter the legal analysis. He subsided. She noted that he was looking at Lord Anric Veth more than he had been before the meeting started.

Anric Veth was the eastern lord she had put in the harder category - potentially salvageable, but not cheaply. He was watching the proceedings with the careful attention of a man waiting to see which direction the water ran before he committed to a boat. He was the kind of man who preferred to be on the winning side after the winner was clear, which was sensible but which meant he was currently available to whoever made the most credible case for eventual victory.

She made a note to meet with him privately before the next session.
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At the meeting's third hour, the church representative Pell spoke for the first time. He had a prepared text, which he read in its entirety without looking up, which was both the safest and the least effective way to deliver a policy position. The text asserted the church's historical role in ratifying imperial succession, invoked three historical precedents, and concluded by stating that the High Prelate's office expected to be formally consulted before any succession decision was finalized.

It did not name a preferred claimant.

This told her that Veyr had not decided yet - or that he had decided and was not ready to reveal it. Either way, the church was holding its leverage rather than spending it. She would need to determine which situation she was dealing with before she could calibrate her response.

After Pell finished, she thanked him for the statement and moved to the next item on the agenda with a speed that denied him any follow-up. He looked mildly startled.

Good.
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The meeting ended in its fourth hour. She had secured nothing formally - the thirty-day period had not elapsed, and no votes could be cast yet - but she had accomplished the meeting's actual purpose, which was to establish the terms on which the question would be decided.

Terms she had written.

She stood, thanked the council, and dismissed the session.

In the corridor outside, Lord Caeth fell into step beside her. He did not speak immediately, which told her he was choosing his words.

"My lady," he said finally. "I want you to know that my concerns are institutional, not personal."

"I understand that."

"The eastern provinces have particular interests in stable succession."

"As does everyone."

"Stability," he said, "sometimes looks different from different positions."

She stopped walking. He stopped beside her. She looked at him with the mild attention she used when she wanted to appear thoughtful. "Lord Caeth, what is it you want?"

He blinked. People didn't often ask him that directly.

"Say it plainly," she said. "We've known each other for six years. I'm not going to faint."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "Confirmation of the eastern coastal charter. Expanded."

"How expanded."

"The current charter covers port administration. I want it to cover maritime levies."

She thought about this. The maritime levy reform had been stalled in the administrative council for two years - it was not a small ask, but it was also not a catastrophic one. "And in exchange?"

"I remain undecided for the full thirty days. And at the end of that period, I vote on the basis of the legal merits, which I believe favor the Regent."

She looked at him steadily. He was telling her, in his careful way, that he would vote for her - but he needed to be paid first, and he needed to be seen not to have been paid, so that his vote looked principled rather than purchased.

She could work with this.

"I'll have my people talk to yours," she said. "After the third session."

He nodded once and walked away.

She watched him go, and then she continued down the corridor toward her next appointment, which was a private meeting with Lord Fenn to confirm what she already knew about him, and after that a briefing from Captain Herath about the gate records she had requested on the morning the emperor died.

She had perhaps five hours before she slept, and six things that needed to happen in those five hours, and she had learned years ago that the only useful way to manage that kind of arithmetic was to stop looking at the total and focus on the next item.

She had twelve votes. She needed seven.

She was already two past the number she'd started the day with.
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# Chapter 5 - The Knight's Oath
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The oath was the same every year. That was the point of it.

Ser Joryn Hale had spoken the words eleven times over eleven years - once for each year since he had been raised to the knighthood in a ceremony that he remembered now mostly as cold stone beneath his knee and candlelight and the smell of the oil they had used on his sword. The words had not changed. His voice had. He had started this ritual at twenty-two, new enough to believe that the ceremony meant the thing it said, and he was now thirty-three and understood that it meant something else - something harder to name - and that this was not a diminishment.

*I bind myself to the service of the empire and the throne. I will uphold the law. I will not flinch at the necessary. I will hold faith with those who hold faith with me.*

The last line was the one he had always found most honest. It was a contract, not an absolute. It required something on the other side.

He was kneeling in the palace's oath hall when the fight broke out.

The hall held fifty-three knights in their annual formation - a line of men and women on one knee before the altar, speaking the words in the prescribed order, rank by rank from the most senior to the most newly raised. The ceremony had run for two hours without incident, which was usual. Knight ceremonies were ceremonies precisely because they didn't allow for incident.

He heard it before he saw it - a raised voice at the back of the hall, cut off by a second voice, then the specific sound of a struggle: not the organized sound of a fight but the ugly, surprised sound of two people who had decided at the same moment to stop being polite.

He was already on his feet when the altar priest looked up.

The back two rows had broken formation. It was Houses Veth and Sarne - he could see the livery from here - and the dispute had gone physical fast. Someone had a hand on someone else's collar. A blade was half-drawn, then sheathed, then drawn again. The knights between the two houses were stepping back, clearing space, which was the wrong instinct - clearing space let the fight breathe.

He moved through the formation, saying "excuse me" in the tone that meant move, and most of them moved. By the time he reached the back of the hall, three knights from each house had squared off in a rough circle, and the man in the center - he identified him as Sir Davan Veth, young, recently raised, aggressively loyal to his family's name - was holding the collar of a Sarne knight who was about the same age and significantly larger.

"Enough," Joryn said.

Neither of them acknowledged him. Davan Veth said something in a low, tight voice to the Sarne knight about blood and bastards and what the emperor's death meant for certain families' pretensions.

Joryn stepped between them.

This was technically dangerous and practically effective - it required both parties to either stand down or make the decision to put their hands on a senior knight, which was a different kind of choice. Both young men looked at him. He looked back without particular urgency.

"This ceremony," he said, "has been performed in this hall for three hundred years. You will finish it."

"The Veth family stands with the legitimate claim," Davan Veth said, which was either a declaration of allegiance to the general's faction or a declaration that the Regent's claim was illegitimate - the phrasing was ambiguous enough to be both.

"The Veth family will stand in formation," Joryn said, "and speak the oath, and then the Veth family may do as it pleases." He looked at the Sarne knight, whose name he didn't know. "Same for Sarne."

The Sarne knight was breathing hard. He had the look of a man who had been provoked rather than a man who had initiated, which matched the geometry of the situation - Veth had been doing the moving, Sarne had been receiving it. "He said that the house of-"

"I heard what he said. I also heard you say nothing useful in response, which was correct." He held the Sarne knight's gaze until the man's breathing slowed to something manageable. Then he turned back to Davan Veth. "Sheathe that."

The blade disappeared. Davan Veth looked at him with the particular resentment of a young man who had been interrupted in a performance he had prepared.

"The succession question," Joryn said, quiet enough that only the nearest could hear, "is going to be the most important political event of your career. The way you conduct yourself in the next six months will be remembered in thirty years. Is this how you want it remembered?"

Veth stared at him. He was angry, and twenty-four, and had been raised by people who believed that certainty was a virtue. He didn't answer.

"Take your position," Joryn said.

He did.
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The ceremony concluded without further incident. Joryn spoke his own words when his rank was reached and felt, as he always did, the slight resistance in the fourth line - *I will hold faith with those who hold faith with me* - like a thread pulled taut rather than slack.

Afterward, in the courtyard outside the hall, he stood in the cold air and thought about Houses Veth and Sarne, and what it meant that noble houses were already choosing sides loudly enough to bring it to a sacred ceremony.

He was still there when a palace runner found him with a sealed note.

The note was from Captain Herath. It read: *Report to the Regent's offices at the second bell for reassignment briefing. Formal request for transfer of Ser Joryn Hale to household guard detail, effective immediately.*

He read it twice. He had never served household guard. He was a field knight, nominally attached to the palace garrison but effectively autonomous - he took commissions as they arose, reported to the garrison commander, and was otherwise left to his own work. Household guard meant something different. Household guard meant proximity to the Regent, to the prince, to the decisions being made.

He thought about Davan Veth and the half-drawn blade and the word *legitimate*.

He folded the note.
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Captain Herath received him in a small anteroom off the Regent's council corridor. She was a compact woman of fifty-odd who gave the impression of someone who had been sharpened to a useful point through years of application. She looked at him for a moment without speaking, which he recognized as an assessment rather than a rudeness.

"Ser Hale."

"Captain."

"The ceremony today."

"Yes."

"I received three separate accounts of it." She sat. "Yours is consistent with all three."

"I imagine it would be."

"The consistent version is that you physically intervened to de-escalate a situation that could have been quite damaging to the ceremony's integrity."

"That's one way to say it."

She looked at him. "What would you say?"

He thought for a moment. "Two young men were performing for each other in a space where neither of them could afford to back down. I removed the audience." He paused. "The ceremony is about the oath. Not about Houses Veth and Sarne having their argument in front of an altar."

Herath was quiet for a moment. "The Regent asked me to find two additional household guard knights. She specified - not soldiers. Knights."

"There's a difference."

"She believes there is. You've been nominated by three separate people without being in contact with each other, which I find suggests that your reputation is fairly earned."

He didn't say anything to this.

"You understand that household guard detail means you're in proximity to decisions that are going to become very consequential very quickly," she said. "And it means your prior obligations are suspended in favor of this one."

"What are the terms?"

"You answer to me. I answer to the Regent. The assignment is classified as temporary, which practically means it lasts until the succession is resolved or until you request reassignment. The pay rate is two-tier knight scale." She looked at him. "What questions do you have?"

He had three, and he asked them in order: what her command structure looked like, how much access to the Regent's schedule he would have, and what the specific protection brief was for the prince versus the Regent versus the council.

Herath answered all three directly and in detail. He noticed that she watched him differently during the questions than during the initial briefing - less assessment, more calibration. She was adjusting her understanding of him as he spoke.

"One more question," he said.

"Go ahead."

"Was I selected because of the ceremony, or was I already being considered?"

A brief pause. "Both. The ceremony confirmed the consideration."

He thought about that. He thought about the Regent, whom he had seen at formal occasions but never served closely - a woman of forty-three who had run the empire's administration for seven years with her husband dead and her son too young to do it himself, and who seemed, from the outside, to treat every situation as a problem to be solved rather than a condition to be endured. He thought about the oath he had spoken this morning and the fourth line, and whether the faith he was being asked to hold would be faithfully held in return.

He had learned, in eleven years, that you couldn't always know the answer to that in advance. You could only evaluate the available evidence and make a provisional judgment.

The available evidence was: the Regent had requested knights, not soldiers. She had not requested young men with strong allegiances. She had selected through a process that was evidently more rigorous than the nomination suggested.

That was better evidence than he usually had.

"I'll take the assignment," he said.

—-
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He was shown to his new quarters in the household wing that evening. They were better than his garrison room - a small sitting area, a window that faced west, a desk. He sat at the desk and looked at the wall for a while.

Through the
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