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Preface


Golden Muses of lofty heaven,  speak through me the tale

Of he who sat among best of captains, broken by betrayal

Sharp of mind and strong of arm, his heart bleeds.

And of the lady, the noblest of maidens

Who offered herself to save the besieged city

Hoping to spare bloodshed with an offer of innocence.

Through her courage, she redeemed the leader of men and the city.




ACT ONE

A Bloody Wake

The sun-cracked desert groaned under the marching of the great host, a broad cloud of dust announced it to every horizon. Their size meant they had no reason to mask their movements. The heavy infantry had bloodied their swords and dented their shields against the mercenaries sent to stop them. While each stern-faced cavalryman had broken a half-dozen lances fighting in the flanks of a score of battles. The archers and skirmishers had throbbing welts on their fingers from loosening penetrating storms of arrows and javelins to skewer the unfortunate that had tried to stop them. None of them grumbled or complained, they were hardened veterans to a man.

The trajectory of their path was unmistakable, like a ravenous jackal pursuing the hare through the bush, so the mass of fighting men was approaching the town of Nepheris.

It was late afternoon when they began building their fortified camp a half hour's walk from the town. The citizens watched the soldiers build their palisade and pitch their tents like tireless automatons. By the time twilight colored their chainmail in reds and orange, the imposing marching camp was complete.

A horseman rode into town. Instead of weapons he carried a scroll. He walked his horse to the small forum of the town. The homes, shops and taverna were closed, but a crowd of the curious gathered.

Once satisfied with the size of the mob, the messenger opened his scroll and delivered the message. "We are Legio Seven, Pius and Faithful. By the decree of the Senate and the People of the Augustan Republic, under the command of Propraetor Gaius Maximinus Gigas. Our honorable general demands the head of the outlaw Titus Labienus. Guilty of leading the Colonia of Nepheris into criminal revolt, the killing of Augustan citizens, the rape and murder of Thacia, wife to our propraetor, the rape and murder of Maximia, daughter of our propraetor. The rebelling legion of the outlaw Titus Labienus has been destroyed by our hands. If the outlaw Titus Labienus is not brought to our camp by sundown tomorrow," the messenger closed the scroll. His cold blue eyes panned over the terrified crowd. "Legio Seven, Pius and Faithful will consider all in the town to be traitors and their bloated corpses will feed the wild dogs and crows of the desert."

The horseman walked his steed back to camp. The horrified tears of the public accompanied the hoof-falls of his warhorse.

Inside the magistrate's palace, what remained of the council that governed the town was wracking their heads for a solution.

When the revolt lost its traitor legion fighting the Seventh, Augustan loyalists were able to overpower the treacherous councilmen and retake the town.

"Do they not see that the town is back in the hands of men loyal to Augusta?" said one councilman.

"Labienus raped and killed his wife and his daughter, he is not going to accept that," said another.

"But we have captured Labienus!" complained a fourth man.

"And he is three days ride from here! We tell the half-gigas general that the man that has brought such wickedness upon him will be here soon? He will think we are calling for reinforcements."

"You speak truthfully. His heart has been drained of whatever little love that monster had. He has been fighting barbarians his whole life, he is as much a savage as the trail of corpses behind him. Maximinus wants blood, whether it is Labienus or the entire Colonia."

A grim voice spoke. "We have to kill him," the other councilmen froze in silence at the audacity of the suggestion. "Assassins will be a waste of lives and invoke his wrath earlier. I propose we pay the mercenaries to challenge him to a duel. There are three tough looking men in the forum. Maximinus cannot survive three duels one after the other."

"And he cannot refuse the duel; it would be a deep wound to his honor, his men would lose all respect for their supposed unbeatable commander," said a councilman as cheerfully as a man who had been delivered from certain death.

The councilmen ended their meeting and returned to their respective homes. Old and cunning Valerius, the very man who had suggested the assassination was greeted by his daughter.

Noble-hearted Publica sat in the courtyard. The lantern on her reading table illuminated the soft features of her aristocratic, oval shaped face. As she read her book the dancing light made her blue eyes appear like polished sapphires. Her thick, shoulder-length hair was as black and shiny as an untouched lake in the deep forest when it reflected the silvery moonlight. Publica's skin was tanned bronze by her adoptive desert home and her full-figured, hourglass body was clothed in an airy white linen dress designed to starve off the desert heat. The garment left her elegant arms and long neck uncovered.

She closed the book and piously stood to greet her father. Her warm smile eased some of the worry in the old man's heart.

"Welcome father," her voice sang with the innocence of maidenhood.

"My beloved Publica, I wish I had good news. By the deathless gods of Heaven, you must escape before they surround the town."

"Why father? Labienus has been captured. Certainly his death won't ease Maximinus mortally wounded heart, but justice will be served," Publica countered. "House Valeria will reclaim some of her lost honor for allowing Libaenus, the slimy cretin to rebel against Augusta."

"No, my child. He is three days away. And the propraetor demands him by tomorrow night or it's everyone's head," he held his daughter's hand. "Even you Publica when his soldiers reach out home, mad with bloodletting they will do unspeakable things to you."

"So I am to run away? I am a patrician lady! You have no sons, I am the future of Gens Valeria!" Publica countered, her eyes as determined as a she-bear guarding her cave and her cubs. "I am to be wed to Turnus Mucius! I cannot shame every Valerii ancestor by running into the wilds like a homeless dog! To live eating roots and vermin among savages, only to die in some brutish way? Then step into the gray mists of the gloomy kingdom and as a coward, greet the dozen Consuls and Praetors in our honorable, ancient family?"

He grabbed his daughter by her shoulders. Valerius' hold was as strong as his feeble hands could muster. He looked at his child and saw her not as a grown woman but as his delicate and precious baby, the treasure of his heart. "This is no time to think of our ancestors! We intend to send the three remaining mercenaries to duel him. Though the best I hope for is to wound the mighty Maximinus," he squeezed his daughter's shoulders to add weight and urgency to his words. "Please escape my child. I will die gladly for the honor of our family, it is my duty as Father. Our ancestors and gods do not expect that from you."

Publica did not respond. Words were unnecessary as her sapphire eyes were smoldering with the fire of her spirit.

"Please escape," Valerius said once more.

Publica spoke, her voice had the determination of a romantic youth. "I cannot, honor demands–"

"Honor?!" Valerius interrupted and attempted to shake Publica by the shoulders. "Honor will be your death! You have spent every day of your life reading books from the old days, when Augusta was just a city-state and patricians lived and died for dignitas and gloria. Now Augusta extends to every horizon and the only motivator is wealth and power."

"Not to me," Publica was defiant. Valerius' eyes swelled with tears and he released his daughter. "If we stand for nothing, we are no different from the barbarian hordes that raid and pillage. We are not civilized because we wear togas and live in cities, civilization is taming the animal inside," she addressed her lord and father with the directness of a superior. “The ancient philosophers wrote that man is halfway between a base animal and a golden god. Animals flee at danger, the gods face all manner of monstrosity in defense of reason and order.”

"I must go," Valerius covered his eyes before Publica could see the tears flow.

The old man disappeared into his private chambers. Publica watched his defeated walk into the darkness. The shadows of the house seemed to push down on her frail, old father.

The noble lady was glowing with life and purpose. Publica walked to the center of the courtyard where the stars and moon painted her in their silver light. Her hourglass figure had the fleshy fullness of a well-fed, easy living aristocrat and lent Publica the presence of a matron despite her youth. Her eyes aimed heavenward and her hands spread in prayer.

"Regina, queen of the gods and divine protector of women. Give me the strength to save my hometown. If blood must be spilled, let it be the blood of my maidenhood," Publica prayed.

The winds carried her words, to the horizon and over the sand and sea. To Tyrrhenia, the motherland of the Augustan race, over the fertile green fields watched over by high mountain peaks. The faithful and righteous words reached the throne of her goddess, Publica was heard and her venture blessed by the heavenly queen.

The handful of city elders appeared out of place at the dim tavern with its haze of spoke and miasma of all manner of cheap alcohol. It was a popular place for roving mercenaries to gather in their mercantile town and the elders carefully skulked through the maze of wine and beer stained tables. The scent of alcohol and hopelessness floated in the confined space.

The fine robes and world-weary faces of the patricians had no kin with either the dozens of drunks or the hard mercenaries nursing their drinking cups.

There were three men seated at the table near the center of the tavern, with a circle of empty tables surrounding the one occupied by the hard killers. Much how prey animals avoid a gathering of sharp fanged predators, the drunks and lesser fighting men avoided the trio.

Valerius brought a seat and took up the available space at the table. His tired eyes examined the three men.

The oldest among them was Ichiro, he was distinct by his far eastern robes and weapons. His clothes were well made and had lasted him through years of long travels. He was armed with the 'daisho' combination of katana and wakizashi, both weapons were in handsome lacquered scabbards. His gray streaked hair was pin straight and gathered in a tight ponytail.

A northerner, Sigurd towered beside Ichiro. The man had cold blue eyes and pale skin. His beard was barely tamed in a thick braid that reached his powerful chest. He was armed with a bearded ax and armored with a studded jerkin. His tunic and trousers had been roughly treated before he reached the desert. Sigurd was as out of place in the hot south as the fjords of his homeland would be in the dunes.

Finally was Afsar, the handsome young man who had traveled from one of the wealthy desert cities of the Medes. He wore masterfully tailored robes dyed in bright colors, the youth seemed more a wealthy trader than a mercenary. His sharp features had the air of mercantile aristocracy. He was the youngest son in a family with plenty of older brothers to manage dynastic assets, so Afsar played adventurer. His scale mail coat, Median-style saber and the fighting spear on his back had the marks of duels and battles aplenty. The marks were glancing blows taken before he riposted and ended the tale of his opponents. Afsar had played the role of mercenary adventurer with deadly skill, until the day Valerius sat at his table.

"Gentlemen," said Valerius as he sat. "I am Publicus Valerius."

The three warriors were uninterested in the old men. They did not bother to look away from their wine cups as Valerius began to speak.

"I have a proposal for you," said Valerius. "Good and honorable work. An opponent that will grant whoever defeats him a thousand songs from a hundred bards."

Still they sipped their drinks.

The old patrician imagined that the younger men would be eager to fight for honor. He had much of the romanticism of his daughter. Valerius let go of a disappointed sigh before appealing to their base greed. He pulled a weighty sack of Augustan silver coins from the folds of his toga. The dull thud of the silver had absolute authority for the three men.

"Hmm, what is it, old man?" asked Sigurd. The northerner eyed the precious bag, his frigid gaze suddenly lit by destructive greed.

"The army camped outside," Valerius gestured to the tavern door.

"My blades have cut down many men, but fighting armies is suicide no matter how capable the swordsman," Ichiro said and Afsar laughed.

"Very desperate," added Afsar. "Perhaps if I was back at the Median Kingdom I could rally some cataphracts and archers to remove your problem. Here I am a humble sellsword."

"There is nothing humble about your skill Afsar. Nor yours," Valerius said, the eternal diplomat. "The legion does not matter. It is the man. Duel Maximinus tomorrow. Each of you receives a bag just as heavy for fighting. Whoever beheads him receives a second."

The three men did not need long to consider the proposal. Their faces were aglow with greed for gold and glory.

Sigurd reached for the bag and Valerius disappeared the small fortune into his toga.

"Old man!" the northerner howled like a wounded animal.

"You will be paid tomorrow morning, sleep well and hydrate, gentlemen," Valerius took his leave. The city elders followed.

"By Wotan's beard, I hate the Augustans," murmured Sigurd. "Everything is politics to their race."

"And yet the Augustan Republic is the greatest human nation. They keep the savage gigas back at pike-point or assimilate them into their culture of togas and olive oil. Our opponent, this Maximinus, is the product of such an assimilation," Ichiro sipped his plum wine. “A western reflection of my race and our eternal war with the oni.”

"Their prowess is overrated. My people are more ancient," Afsar made no attempt to hide the arrogance in his voice. "What do you know of Maximinus?"

"I hear he is part gigas himself, so his legionaries and clients claim but I believe he is full-blooded and born in the black forests of Gothia. Whether part giant or full, he has above average strength and skill. Devoted to his lost family and his adoptive country," Ichiro rubbed his sharp chin to organize his thoughts. "Not an exceptional duelist, as he goes into battle atop some massive gray-skinned, horned beast. On foot I am confident my swordsmanship is superior to an animal blooded savage," the eastern swordsman had an expression of raw arrogance. "I have spent a lifetime following the setting sun to reach this town of traders. I have twice his experience and his speed. He has been a match for ordinary men, the savage power of a giant with the stoicism of an Augustan, certain to be a difficult opponent. But,” the ronin tapped his swords. “I have cut down monsters from here to the mountains of my village.”

"A man who has lost his family, who has no reason to live except revenge is more deadly than attempting to climb a mountain during a blizzard. We have many tales of such broken men cutting through entire clans to ease their pain," Sigurd scowled at the tavern door, it was a portal to death or riches. The powerful northerner heard his ancestors whisper his name, a welcome to the afterlife. "Fighting the army would have been better than dueling him."

"No retreat now without losing our honor," Afsar shook his head. “And Valerius are a respected House in the Republic, crossing him will ensure no Augustan noble hires any of us again.”

"Gods and ancestors, I hate the Augustans," growled Sigurd.

A small crowd of citizens was gathered at the outskirts of town. Standing before them in their aristocratic clothes were Valerius and the city elders. Each wore a grim expression and their bodies were hunched with age and feebleness.

Among the nobility of the city, Publica was a bright source of life and youth. The highborn maiden was as distinct in the crowd as a dignified swan among common ducks.

The luxurious folds of her pure white peplos-style tunic gently flowed in the desert wind while she stood and observed. Like a proper patrician lady, she had a silk shawl to cover her head and shoulders. Her modest dress could not fully obscure the ampleness of her figure and how it contrasted to the mass of thin commoners behind her. Neither could her shawl restrain all her hair and thick, lustrous locks used the breeze to escape past her sapphire gaze focused on the opposite end of the field.

A hundred soldiers emerged from the legionary marching camp to make a wall of interlocked shields on the opposite side of the dusty dueling field. The battle-scarred legionaries stood motionless as stone pillars. Each had breastplates heavy with commendations, their faces were as implacable as the reinforced concrete of an unassailable fortress.

Some of the common born young ladies blushed at the sight of such virile masculinity. A few unconsciously slid their hand from the meek grip of their soft, civilian boyfriends.

It was a few hours past morning. The sun painted the focused faces of Ichiro, Sigurd and Afsar with warm colors. The rays appeared like bloody slashes on their bodies. The three warriors stood in the middle of the field and awaited their opponent. The gods of the underworld hungered for the rich taste of courage in their blood.

"Where is he?" Publica asked her father. There was confusion and curiosity in her voice but not fear.

"He is coming," said another elder.

The legionaries parted and Maximinus emerged. The rumors that had been whispered in the besieged town had been understatement.

A mountain of muscle, armored in hammered steel rose against the three mercenaries, the knees of the three hard men became weak. The common people of Nepheris offered prayers to their simple household gods. The patricians mumbled to their honored ancestors. Such was the reaction to the sight of godlike Maximinus.

The heartbroken commander was a giant who stood just over three meters tall and was armored by a muscle cuirass, segmented plate pauldrons that hung to his cannonball-like shoulders, well-used steel greaves on his chins, and the horsehair crested helmet that denoted his high rank.

His clothing was no different from his foot soldiers, an undyed linen tunic, calf-length trousers and standard-issue boots. Maximinus had gladius and scutum already in his powerful hands. What was a light, military short sword to his bulk, would have been a two-handed broadsword in the straining grip of a human soldier. Maximinus’ uniform was clean but unadorned, suitable for a leader of men uninterested in fashion and luxury. He had instead cultivated a physique that implied enough strength to wrestle a rampaging bull to the ground with the casual ease that a child would throw a stuffed toy. Notably his olive tan arms, bare from his short-sleeved tunic were as thick as a man's legs. His legs were easily the girth of a stout man's waist.

The rugged Propraetor had a handsome, rectangle shape to his face. His heavy brow made his green eyes into gemstones hidden in a shadowy cave. Maximinus' hard features were etched into the emotionless expression of a man devoted to a singular task.

The three warriors drew lots for who would fight first. Ichiro had the honor of being the first sacrifice to gore-hungry Sangius, the Augustan god of war. He stepped out of the group and approached Maximinus with a serene expression on his face that was more suitable to meditation than battle.

"I am Ichiro," began the wandering swordsman while theatrically spreading his stance in preparation to draw his katana.

"Irrelevant, you stand between me and my honor, foreigner," Maximinus said and pointed to a spot in the sand. "There you will lie to feed the jackals and vultures," he aimed the gladius at Ishiro. "Draw your weapons so your gods find your splattered corpse armed."

Ichiro scowled at the vulgarity and drew his katana in a lightning flash. The ronin charged the legionary. Maximinus readied his tower shield and stormed forward with the force of a landslide clearing the mountainside of deep rooted trees.

Ichiro sidestepped to pass Maximinus' scutum and attempted to deliver a precise killing stroke. The lightly curved blade glimmered in the desert sun, intent on biting into the back of Maximinus’ thick neck. The traveling swordsman had grossly miscalculated Maximinus' speed.

The metal boss of the scutum smashed into Ishiro's chest. The force of a sledgehammer in the burly arms of a builder tearing down a wall struck the ronin. He was thrown off balance as the air was forced out of his lungs. Maximinus kept the initiative and punched him in the mouth with his sword hand. Ribbons of blood cascaded down the eastern swordsman's robe. A half dozen teeth erupted from Ichiro’s ruined mouth like bloody pearls being offered to the local gods of the desert.

Ichiro had been blinded by the force of the punch. He coughed up rough chunks of broken teeth and his precise sword strokes were replaced with desperate defensive slashing. He was attempting to create space between himself and the anger-fueled mass of muscle and steel attacking him.

"Solar Mother, help me," Ichiro whispered through gurgled blood.

Just as a mighty lion does not tire himself pursuing his injured prey up a solitary tree, and instead circles the trapped animal waiting for it to fall in exhaustion so Maximinus stepped back while Ichiro slashed at empty air. The burly legionary commander steadied his stance, his breath was calm and even. Maximinus was poised for another pounce.
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