
Chapter One

The kettle had gone nearly cold before Aimry remembered it. She 

limped from her desk to stoke the fire, yawning and and muttering to 

her plants. She owed the violets a bit of water, but the pale, broad-

leafed ferns from the caves in Southern Isles were wilting because 

she had not paid them enough attention. She stroked their leaves and 

they uncurled slightly at her touch.

When the fire was roaring, she looked out again at the sky, but 

it was still leaden with clouds. Before long, the kettle was 

steaming. She poured a little into a mug for tea and poured the rest 

into the bucket that sat beside her chair. She lowered her foot 

slowly into the water, exhaling sharply as the heat bit into her 

skin. The muscles in her arch, up through her ankle and calf, were 
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fiercely cramped after a day of hobbling awkwardly on her twisted 

foot. Once the shock of the hot water was passed, Aimry sighed and 

closed her eyes.

For a moment, she felt like she could sleep in her chair, but 

her mind was restless, and soon she was back to her puzzling. The 

Council had convened with great excitement, and disassembled many 

hours later in frustration. Ashir Corvyne had left without a word, 

hardly even looking at her, trailed by the intense, quiet, youth-- 

the Rider. The Astrologies had failed. At least, it had seemed that 

way to most of the Council. Important stars were missing, or else had 

strayed into uncharted parts of the sky. The Council members had been 

polite, but they had looked to her, their most accomplished 

astronomer, for an explanation of how such portions of the sky might 

exist.

Aimry had no explanation for them, but she had tangled thoughts 

that she was beginning to work through. At times, her thoughts seemed 

to circle uselessly, but she imagined her puzzles as a large knot, 

impossibly complicated until she found an edge to pick at, to loosen, 

to free up other threads and loosen them too, even if it was all 

still hopelessly knotted. Something was sitting very close to the 
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edge of her mind, the thread that would unravel the entire knot. She 

thought that, if she could examine the night sky, the answers to all 

their questions might soon fall into place.

She ran her fingers over the stylized waves engraved in the 

whorling grain of the white wood case of her starglass. The starglass 

expanded in four segments, until it was nearly a meter long and a 

hand could not hold it steady enough to observe the heavens. It 

rested in a copper cradle extending from an oiled copper ball set 

into a pillar on Aimry's roof. It was the finest instrument of its 

type in the Empire. Ashir Corvyne had given it to her many years ago. 

With a cloudy sky, it was useless.

There was another way, but being tired and alone, it would be 

foolhardy to attempt it. Aimry sat while the water grew tepid around 

her foot, her mug for tea forgotten, her thoughts doubling back on 

themselves, the sky still blank and starless. Then she set down her 

starglass, toweled off her foot, and closed her curtains. She went to 

the trunk at the foot of her bed. Beneath her blankets and shawls and 

dresses and shifts was a false bottom, and beneath that false bottom 

were five books, collected over the years and stored at great peril. 

She took out the one titled The Heavens and held it reverently. She 
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knew every crack in its doe hide cover. She took it once a year, 

hidden deep inside a sack of foraged herbs, to the alchemist Crowley, 

to have its binding oiled with a special mixture that he had 

invented.

The incantation she had in mind was simple. She had made it a 

hundred times and could recite it from memory, but she was tired and 

her mind was anxious, and reading the words from the page would make 

the endeavor somewhat less imprudent. She settled in at her desk, 

turned her lamp up bright, and stretched and breathed deeply to clear 

her mind.

The words came easily. Aimry felt a brief thrill and a flush of 

warmth. She raised her face to her ceiling, eyes closed, and she 

could see the heavens more clearly than on the most crystalline fall 

night in the middle of the prairie, more clearly than she ever had 

before, speaking the same words, even speaking in harmony with 

others, and then her breath caught and she opened her eyes. She could 

feel the stars humming above her. Everything was clear.

The Emperor had no future. The Princess had an unprecedented 

affinity for every element. The stars were not shifting their 

orientation relative to one another, because they were moving in 
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concert, all strongly ascendant. The brightest stars, the stars that 

commanded the elements, were coalescing, obscuring one another, in a 

configuration that was not found in the Astrologies because it was 

unfathomably rare-- perhaps never before seen, perhaps never to be 

seen again.

Aimry turned the page in The Heavens to an incantation that she 

had never attempted. Her sensible inclinations, strong after being 

exercised for many years, urged caution, but she had always been 

cautious, and it had gotten her nothing. Her hair was growing 

brittle, her sight was failing, walking was a torment from her toes 

and ankles up through her back and neck, she lived on bread and broth 

and weak tea, and she woke alone every morning and retired alone 

every evening.

The words flowed off her tongue effortlessly. She had read them 

silently before, and understood them, but she had never recited them, 

or tried the manipulation that they amplified. Time was an elusive 

element, but one with which Aimry held affinity. The feeling was 

richer and deeper than before, and would have been terrifying, if she 

were not feeling it from a distance, detached from the thrill and the 

emptiness expanding inside her, the emptiness calling to her to fall 
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deeper, to take more.

Aimry's eyes rolled back and she leaned her face toward the sky. 

The countless spiraling paths of the stars were revealed to her, for 

years ahead and for years in the past, like a thousand heads of fine, 

young, hair, piling on top of one another. She knelt, her legs 

trembling, and then lay on the floor, staring up at the mysteries 

that were being revealed to her.

For a few minutes she lay in wonder, trying to take in some 

small part of the immense depth of knowledge that was mapped out 

above her. Then she scrambled to her feet, went to her desk, and took 

up her stylus and tablet. She thought to mark down figures associated 

with Emperor Galant and the Princess Celani, but as soon as she made 

the first scratch in the wax, she set her stylus aside. She had 

always found figuring tedious, even as she found exhilaration in 

unveiling the movement of the the celestial bodies and interpreting 

their influences on men. She took up The Heavens again, and turned to 

a new page.

When she had acquired this book, many years ago, there had been 

no doubt that all but the first and second incantations dealt with 

manipulations that were beyond her skill, beyond the skill of any on 
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the Council. Though she was heir to a non-trivial line of Old Blood, 

and she had rare strengths in the finicky and ephemeral elements of 

Time and Awareness, she was nevertheless primarily a geometer. But 

now a new epoch was upon them, the celestial bodies were emerging 

from generations of disparate and anemic waxing into minor houses 

into something far more robust, far more vigorous, a time when a 

geometer with Old Blood and skill in Awareness and Time might embark 

on new explorations.

The Council would not approve. Ashir Corvyne would not approve. 

Aimry snorted and traced the prosaic title of the incantation with 

her finger, Interpretting the Paths of Stars. She began to read. The 

words came easily. She felt the strength of them course through her, 

their power increasing, washing over her, filling her up, until she 

was nearly lost in it. She drew energy up through her feet from the 

endless earth beneath her, in through her eyes from the endless 

expanse of the the heavens, and through her fingertips pressed 

against the solid wood of the table top. It was like nothing she had 

felt before. It threatened to overwhelm her for a moment, but then 

she was bouyed up by a presence in the emptiness, as if a new 

consciousness, outside of her own, had stepped in to take control. 
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She finished the incantation effortlessly, and as the images she had 

summoned began to flood her mind, she lay back down on her floor.

The Emperor was dead. Rather, Aimry saw his death, which had not 

yet happened.  She realized that she had known this all along, but 

had not dared to speak of it in front of the Council, as if hiding it 

might make it less true. She had known it before, but now she saw it. 

She saw him impaled on a sword, steel and blood muted by darkness. 

She saw mists and a red moon, butchered bodies, a dead knight, and 

the Emperor running.

All of this was revealed to her by the tracks of the stars, 

written plainly for Aimry to trace backwards and forwards across the 

endless night sky which she saw through the ceiling of her small 

apartment. To make the calculations necessary for the same insights 

would take a lifetime. She laughed at the timidness of the Council, 

and at her own cowardice, subordinating her talents for years to the 

stale wisdom of old men. These thoughts alarmed her. She recognized 

them as being unlike her, but her distain was liberating. She had 

been quietly bitter for longer than she dared to admit. The temerity 

of her thoughts and her actions was euphoric, along with and the 

monstrous, endless, emptiness that pulsed inside her. It called to 
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her, whispered to her, as clearly as if it had a voice of its own. 

She could do more. Aimry trembled with pleasure, traced the stars of 

the Princess and let the light of their shimmering paths paint images 

in her mind.

A lavish bed, the mattress deep and soft, silk sheets, damp with 

sweat and tangled with bad dreams. High ceilings, cold, dark wood. 

Curtains filled with dust. Dust creeping into the light of the day, 

the mocking light of day from the world outside, the faraway world of 

sunshine and laughter, the world of days long ago in a dewy gardens 

with a young Galant and the knight Arman. Shuffling slippers, a 

tattered nightgown, a life that was no life, a life that she feared 

would become her own.

As Celani's stars touched the stars of the Empress, Aimry let 

them carry her with her. She opened herself up to the pull of the 

stars, the whims of fate that shaped the world. She would see what 

the stars meant for her to see. The voice inside her whispered its 

approval, whispered its hunger for more. Aimry moaned in ecstasy.

The Empress. Hallways, stairs, her children. She wanted to smile 

at her children, to hold them, to reassure them, but she would not 

lie, she could not deceive them. It was cold. She could not keep them 
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safe, but that truth could not excuse her from trying, and so she 

walked the halls, watching. Her love for them was everything. The day 

came, and Galant faced her and she told him everything she knew, that 

we are conceived in violence and end in violence, and in between all 

that is anything is love. She told him all of this when she asked 

him, "Is tonight the night?" And then her duty was fulfilled, her 

burden laid down, and so when the twisted man came for her, his pain 

and his rage pure and complete, she met him with tears of joy. As his 

razors tore her gown and the withering flesh beneath it, as he bit 

and tore her throat, cut her eyes, pierced her lungs, his purpose was 

fulfilled as hers had been. As her head smashed against the stone 

floor and the uncaring sycamores turned sideways in the red light and 

steel ripped away more and more of her mortal prison, she smiled and 

reached out and touched his mangled face and her love stopped his 

pain for the briefest moment and she was complete.

The stars do not know the future from the past, nor do they 

distinguish between the brief arcs of lives that intertwine to shape 

the histories of empires, and Aimry surrendered herself, lying on her 

floor, to the great rush of images. The energies of her manipulations 

no longer threatened to overwhelm her. The voice inside her was 
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definite and strong. Watch, it said, and it was a promise, a promise 

to guide her, to shape her work in a way that made all her years of 

work with the Council meaningless. This was truth. This was power.

Celani moving in and out of sleep to an endless rhythm. Tall 

grasses in moonlight. Strong arms. Herself, Aimry, and a forbidden 

book. An old house in the rain. A weak man, gaunt and longing, with 

lightning in his eyes. A shack at night, battered by a dark and 

restless ocean. Ashir Corvyne, filled with longing. Ashir Corvyne, in 

a cold fury. Ashir Corvyne, terrified. Celani, wreathed in lightning. 

Ashir Corvyne, holding a book. Ashir Corvyne, holding a woman.

Aimry let anger in, let it build within her, welcomed it for the 

first time, and it was glorious. For too long, she had fought her 

hatred of Ashir Corvyne, told herself that she loved him, as if the 

two could not both be true. He had almost loved her once, when it was 

convenient, when he was longing for another-- a longing that had 

never stopped, a longing that defined him, a longing that he bore 

wearily and wore so openly that he mocked her with it, even as he 

pitied her too much to speak of it. She was burning. She was numb. 

She could not imagine moving her limbs. The stars were spinning 

around her, their images increasingly senseless.
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A great rush of lives heading toward their ends. Blood and 

disease. Hunger and steel. A ruined city in the snow. A young man, 

disheveled, with sunken eyes, his face molded around a sneer, the 

bright blazing paths of his stars snuffing out the paths of those 

around them. A young man surrounded by written words, a hunger that 

never slackened, a young woman touching him gently, hesitantly, with 

worrying eyes, angering him. Gold and diamonds, dark and deserted 

city streets, an aching stomach, grinding teeth, the feel of warm 

blood washing over his hands. The smell of dried herbs, the smell of 

a burning censer, tobacco, a wreath of smoke, a fever. His eyes 

staring into her own, knowing her, melting into her, becoming one 

with her... another man, tall, his features impossible to discern 

even as she looked upon his face, close and lit with sunlight.

Celani in breeches, her hair braided, watching the ocean. A 

vine, growing thick and strong. Pollen on an old rug. A pair of 

brothers, watching Celani from the corners of their eyes. Soldiers, a 

muddy river, torches, hundreds of hooves pounding the dry earth. One 

brother alone, his mind turbulent and dark. Crashing waves. New flesh 

growing fast over a deep wound. A dark-eyed bird gliding silently on 

pale wings. A drowned woman, lips blue, seaweed tangled in her hair. 
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Corvyne. Corvyne sitting in the dark, silent, alone, motionless. 

Boughs cut from a tree. Shattering glass. A boy with a lute and death 

in his eyes. A man floating, face down, in a pool of water.

The images barely hung together, their relationships opaque, but 

Aimry needed to see more. She was beyond exhaustion, but tonight she 

had no end. She felt the rough wood of the floor against her back and 

realized that she had torn off her clothes. Join me, serve me, came 

the whisper inside her, again and again. Join me, serve me. She had 

been a servant her entire life, and it had gotten her nothing-- a 

modicum of respect perhaps, buried in pity. Join me, serve me. This 

was a chance to be born anew. She sank back into her visions of the 

stars.

The featureless man, his grey robe finely spun and edged with 

gold. A polished table. A surgeon and a screaming man. A steel mask. 

Pain. Standing stones. A wildly bearded man, sobbing and naked, 

clutching a sword, chained to a stake in the ground. A man in a rough 

grey robe, searing with fever, ecstatically clutching the arms of a 

young priest, smearing them with blood-flecked bile, eyes wide and 

rolling and growing dim with death. A cottage door daubed with a red 

X.
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There was a loud knock at Aimry's door, and a voice. Aimry lay 

naked on her floor, waiting for more images from the stars. Her door 

crashed open and three men spilled through the doorway. Aimry saw 

swords and dark tunics. The stars showed her glimpses of chains and 

fire, and she knew that they had come to arrest her for heresy. One 

of the men stood over her, confused, maybe even concerned. She lay 

motionless, keeping her eyes still, as if she might be dead. She 

released her will to the voice in the emptiness and thought of all of 

the wonderful things she was now free to try.

She spoke a word to command the space around her, and saw the 

man draw back in surprise. He was young, with a carefully groomed 

mustache and tired eyes. She spoke a few words, playfully, and he 

twitched and then thrashed as the blood started to boil inside him. 

He started to scream, so she filled the room with silence. The other 

guards threw themselves at her, their blades flashing, but they they 

could not penetrate the space she commanded. The man with boiling 

blood fell to the floor beside her. He convulsed one last time, his 

face crimson, his eyes black with blood, and lay still.

Finding that they could not disrupt her with their sharp 

instruments, the other two men tried to run, but Aimry had sealed her 
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door. They pounded silently against the wood, their mouths open and 

shouting, their words lost in the silence she had created. One of 

them looked back at her, lying still and naked on her floor, his face 

hopeless and stupid. She let the silence lapse, spoke a word, and 

watched the air rush from his lungs. He fell to the floor, eyes 

bulging, clutching his throat and turning blue. His companion stopped 

his idiotic pounding and stood by the door watching, his lips 

quivering. Aimry closed her eyes and breathed deeply, feeling the 

pleasure of the energies that filled her.

When she opened her eyes again, the last of the guards still 

stood with a hand on her doorknob, watching his companion suffocate 

while Aimry lay, smiling dreamily, between the dead man and the dying 

one. She stood and walked to the last of the guards. He made a weak 

attempt to stab her, but she stopped the blade with a word. She 

embraced him and spoke words that came to her from the void. Tendons 

popped, bones cracked, and the man in her arms crumpled. She 

discarded him and stretched out her foot. It had been crippled for so 

long, she had forgotten what it was like to live without the pain. It 

was glorious. She rolled her healed foot around, admiring the full 

range of motion.
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The man was not dead, but he was bent nearly double at the 

waist, his neck was twisted obscenely, and his legs were bent at 

impossible angles. He tried to speak, but could not find any breath. 

She bent down and shushed him, then put her palm against his face and 

spoke more words that she did not know. He fought a bit at first. She 

felt her skin tightening all over her body, watched her hands as the 

creases subsided and the brittle, yellow, nails grew pink and long. 

She touched her hair and it was soft. The dying soldier gasped and 

moaned beneath her hand. With a word, she snuffed out his life.

Aimry tried to settle back into her star-gazing, but she had 

lost grasp of her manipulations. Weariness was settling in, but it 

was the shallow weariness of youth. Aimry caught a glimpse of herself 

in her mirror. The transformation was not shocking. Part of her had 

never stopped seeing herself as she had once been, even as she had 

gradually grown stooped and twisted and wrinkled.

She was tired, but there was more work to be done. Aimry had 

recognized the old house in the rain, where Celani watched the ocean 

and Ashir Corvyne embraced his brother's wife. Aimry went to her 

trunk and took out the forbidden book, Summoning and Binding. They 

had all examined the book with uneasy fascination, years ago. Crowley 
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had half-heartedly argued that it should be destroyed, but of course 

they had not done that.

The first incantation in Summoning and Binding was to be spoken 

while drawing a braided ward on the floor, a necessary preparation 

for any further incantations. It suggested drawing the braid in chalk 

or sand, but Aimry had something stronger. She took a bowl and a 

knife and bled one of the soldiers, then meticulously painted the 

elaborate braid on her floor near her window, speaking the necessary 

words. The blood grew sticky and cool between her fingers. The voice 

that had aided her before was quiet, but she felt the new strength 

within her and she knew she would not fail.

When the ward was complete, she opened her window to the damp 

summer night. She took her place inside the braid of blood and turned 

the page to a long incantation near the end of the book, Calling and 

Binding the Storm Spirit. As she began to read, the smell of rain 

drifted in. She read pages and pages, the words difficult, the 

rhythms elaborate, and after an hour or more she could feel a 

crackling tension building in the air. On and on, she read, the words 

building to crescendos and then ebbing to build the foundations on 

which other torrents of words would be built. Rain began to fall, 
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first as a gentle mist, then in small pinprick droplets. The sunrise 

was lost in the gathering darkness of the storm as Aimry came closer 

and closer to the climax of the manipulation. The words were becoming 

impossibly complex, and Aimry had a moment of doubt, fearing that she 

would become tongue-tied and lose all her work, or worse, but as 

quickly as the doubt had come, she was reassured. Some part of her 

knew the words. Another voice spoke with her, guiding her as she 

spoke in counterpoint with herself, and then, in a brilliant flash of 

lightning, Aimry saw the face of the storm spirit, beautiful and 

furious and wild. Her shape lingered in the afterglow, thrashing 

against the bonds that Aimry had built. Aimry shouted the final 

words, commanding the spirit away from her, away from Merendir, to 

house on the cliffs by the coast to await the arrival of Celani and 

Ashir Corvyne.


