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BOOK I


CHAPTER ONE
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By Rauxes the Victorious, by every senile deity in the Splintered Pantheon, I was sick to damned death of running.

“She looks Namorian-built,” Jeddar was saying as he hurried to clasp a scarred bronze cuirass over his shoulders. The moons’ brilliance glimmered in silvery sweat tracks across his bare, mahogany scalp.

Squinting at the horizon, I shook my head. Moonlight had fired the Mid Sea’s surface into a carpet of jewels, the lone vessel cutting a delicate trough across it. Its narrow keel, the smooth motion of oars while lateen-rigging was rapidly shipped for landing, none suggested the blocky quinqueremes of Namoria—a folk who took to the sea only out of necessity and only after the example of others.

“No,” I sighed, felt a dagger of resignation in my gut, “no, she’s Zantuil.”

“You’re sure?”

Of course, I was, and of course it was them. Of all the folk seeking my blood, they likely deserved it the most. Only fitting, I supposed, vengeance upon the human who’d been friend, student, hero, and then betrayer.

I ran a hand through unruly brown snarls, kneaded my scalp. “Damn, but I’m tired.”

“It’s one ship, Aulus Quintorius,” Jeddar chuckled, clapped me on the back. “Now get your kit on and we’ll give them a proper welcome.”

I grinned for him, though little humor accompanied it. I loved him as a brother, as my second, my finest—the greatest cavalry commander the Mid Sea nations had ever produced. He’d deserved better than to follow me down in defeat and disgrace.

I leaned over the crumbling battlements as warm sea air caressed my face and took a deep, clearing breath of its salty-fishy redolence. Below spread the crags of an ancient Ghul ruin, scattered around a broad semicircle of beach, the bones of what may have been a mighty port before the skies burned. My fleet—my sad, silly pirate band—arrayed along the white sands, rows of wind-eaten galley hulls, ragged sails, ragged crews.

“Pirates,” I whispered to myself with bitterness.

The men who’d been the Seventh and Twelfth Legions of Namoria—the Bonesnappers and the Harpies—scrambled in the surf and reeds to ready defenses. Weary heads shrugged into patched chain mail while knobby fists bunched around spear shafts. Other men scurried aboard ships, frantic to ready for sail, men who’d trained to march, to fight, to win—not sailors. Not pirates.

They all deserved better.

“Aulus?” Jeddar held my sword out to me, handle first. “Come on, old son.”

“No,” I said, pushed the weapon away, pulled fading, salt-streaked crimson cloak over my shoulders, squared them. “I’ll go as I am.”

His bright green eyes quivered as he stepped close, laughter gone from his voice. “What are you saying?”

“I’ll meet them at the surf, alone.”

“It’s one ship, but there’ll be assassins.”

I laughed, couldn’t escape the absurdity of it all. “You know, there might be, at that. And I will meet them...alone.”

Jeddar’s lips pinched to a thin line and he shook his head, forced the sword at me again. “These are not the words of a Proconsul of Namoria.”

“But I’m not that, am I?” I shoved him back, realized how hard—recognized the bleeding edge of my anger—and immediately softened my tone. “Am I, Jeddar Kogun, Quaestor of Namoria?”

“Then what are you?”

“Finished,” I replied, twitched the cloak straight again, “with all of it.”

Jeddar’s eyes blazed, jaw clenching, resistance building in features still youthful, despite the wear of years and reversal. “You can’t be saying this.”

“I will go down there and give my enemies the head they’ve spent so long seeking.” Resting a hand gently upon his shoulder, I pretended a smile. “You will let them and then you and the troops will be free of my shadow.”

Jeddar snorted. “You think the Senate will let any of us live after all we’ve done?” He shook his head, sighed, “You’re not so easy to escape, my friend.”

Anger entered my voice, anger at his obstinacy, at my failures. “Then you can take the ships, what riches we’ve seized, and ride ahead of the winds. There are many lands that’ve not yet felt Namoria’s touch.”

“But would they be worth living in?”

“The Republic’s rotting, Jeddar. We tried to save it. It doesn’t want to be saved.”

Silence dragged between us, broken only by the crash of the surf below, by the barked orders of centurions.

Jeddar put a hand to his shoulder, finally, gripped mine resting there. “Then at the very least I will go down to the beach with you.” He forced the sword into my free hand. “If they want the head of Quintorius they will damned well pay for it.”

With Jeddar’s hobnails clattering on obsidian steps at my back, I descended the Ghul ziggurat to the sea. A shockwave went through the troops at my passing, a barely-heard susurrus of warning and rumor that rippled ahead of me so that when I passed between the skull-capped obelisks ringing the structure and crossed onto the beach, my intended self-sacrifice had already been made a mockery.

Twin files of fully outfitted legionnaires formed a lane down to the surf where our visitor even now ground its keel into the sand, greeted by helpful crews, but eyed too by slingers on nearby piers and the decks of beached galleys. I scowled at Jeddar, who didn’t bother to hide a smirk, shrugged, as if to say he couldn’t control them.

“You won’t even let me have this?”

“Some sad, final display of virtus?”

“A man’s right to choose his time,” I hissed back.

“You mean suicide.” His smirk acquired a twist of momentary disgust. “You mean giving up.”

I knew he didn’t say it as cowardice, but my knuckles creaked around the sword grip.

“Your guests await us.” Jeddar nodded to the ship. “Let’s not be rude, Proconsul.”

With a glower, I strode into the sand, walls of shield, spear, mail and flesh on either side. Smells of leather and oiled steel warred with salt-brine, familiar scents that sent a jolt up my spine, stiffening it as I shook the cloak back from my shoulders, let the wind catch it. I could feel grinning Jeddar at my flank, see his idiot smile mirrored in toothy flashes from the depths of helmets around us. Spears clacked in salute against rectangular shield rims, a startling staccato as I moved between the men. My gait acquired a swagger, a menace—the Proconsul, as Jeddar said, on review.

It all came back so easily and I could almost give in to the lie, see the flashes of bronze, steel, banded leather and brilliant crimson, banners and glory snapping in the breeze. Memory clouded the present and I saw that bloody, beautiful day, after the Zhothan hordes had broken on our shields, been thrown back and chased down to the River Khyth, whose current we made to run red with the butchery of thousands. They’d proclaimed me Tribune that day, from Consul down to ranker, and the Bonesnappers had been mine ever since.

A quick glance around sent the past shambling back to its grave. The days that’d followed that glorious moment rushed in, a drowning torrent of setbacks, missed opportunities, disappointments, and outright defeats. And blood—the by the gods, so much blood.

The gods would’ve been merciful to empty mine right then.

The Zantuil longship settled in a creamy purl of foam and a rope ladder rattled over its gunwale. Jeddar quickened his pace to get ahead, head off any move of mine, but the urge to self-destruct had passed, replaced by a cool, almost pre-battle chill. The vessel was clinker-built, of the graceful, narrow-hulled variety the Zantuil had used to crisscross the Mid Sea for centuries—a raider, too, built for speed, slashing attacks out of narrow inlets.

“We let you come in as a courtesy,” Jeddar called. “We could’ve had the killers of a dozen ships on your deck long before you had land in sight.” An obvious lie, that. They’d caught us with thumbs up our asses, had hugged the coast with their kind’s inborn skill, spotted only at the last moment by our lookouts atop Midnight Tower.

“You’re making it a nervy night for us, friends,” Jeddar continued, fist clenched with obvious meaning at his sword belt. “Now would be the time for stating your business.”

Lithe figures in wolf-pelts, leathers, and a flash of steel sidled over the edge and into the surf. I tightened instinctively as the Zantuil warriors settled side by side with the sea churning at their ankles, fists at jeweled belts, perched near the hilts of long knives—those I remembered, wielded with lightning brutality at close quarters. The wind shifted, blew gray-furred cloaks back from naked chests, bronzed, nearly golden skin crossed with the straps and beads of their harnesses. Platinum-blonde braids shook in the breeze and icy agate stares glimmered from the shadows of studded leather helms.

Tension sizzled around me, felt in the tightened stance of the ranks flanking us, indrawn breathes that the hiss of the beach didn’t hide, glimpse of a slinger nearby, dropping a bullet into his pouch as sinews bunched under flesh. I spat into sand as dry and gritty as my mouth had gone and forced a laugh. “In Rauxes’ name, get on with it already.”

A syrupy, cultured laugh answered. “Quintorius, you grumpy son of bitch, you are here, by the gods!”

I stiffened in recognition as a new figure clambered down the ladder into the receding tide. A cloak as luxuriously crimson as mine was threadbare billowed about a sturdy, yet blocky frame as the man strode up between the Zantuil guards. A half a head taller than most humans, they towered over this one, whose height had never been more than average. But a dazzlingly defiant smile, a sense of gravity in unwavering blue eyes, gave the illusion that he dwarfed the Zantuil.

“Hyrennius,” I growled through a wolfish smile.

“Aulus.” He nodded to me then swept blue-black curls from his face with a bejeweled hand to regard Jeddar. “Quaestor Kogun.”

“Festering slab of rat cock,” Jeddar replied and spat to the side. “Has the world run out of asses for you to kiss?”

“Oh, very good!” Hyrennius cackled. “I do miss exchanging insults with you, Jeddar!”

“Is that what you came here for, Lucius Hyrennius?” I put acid into every word but, truly, it was confusion, not anger propelling them. “To exchange curses?” I drew my cloak back to let my hand rest visibly at my sword hilt. “Or do you seek something else?”

“I came for you, obviously.” Hyrennius raised his palms, empty and placating as the troops rumbled around us, a few blades even squeaking an inch from their sheaths. “Not to take you,” he went on hurriedly, “but to plead with you.”

“Why?” Chill flooded my veins. I think I had known already, suspected it though experience—common sense—had argued against it. Sometimes, you really don’t want your heart’s desire.

“I’m here to ask you to come back.” Hyrennius lowered his hands, one of them going to rest on his heart, a bit of the orator’s stance from one who’d been so good at it. “Return to Zanturia with me, Aulus, please. We need you.”

Legionnaire discipline gave somewhere, a gasp from one of the men behind me, cut off by the jostle of an armored shoulder. I fought down the reflex, myself. Drawing a slow breath to marshal myself, I noted the purple stripes of the Senatorial class at the hem of Hyrennius’ white sleeve. “Namoria needs me?”

“The world needs you,” a husky contralto spoke from above us.

I winced with more recognition, with pain and fear. Gaze went, drawn without my conscious control, over Hyrennius’ shoulder, to the prow of the longship. Silhouetted against the pearl brilliance of Vaeia, largest of the sister moons and beloved of the Zantuil, she stood. A red-gold mane spilled into the breeze, rippled back from sharply-peaked ears before settling about an angular face and slanting eyes of seething lavender.

“Laena,” I breathed, as though it was my last.

“Zantuil, Kadaan, and human,” she said, “we all need you.”

I nodded once, though the words rattled about in an emptied skull. Less than an hour before, I’d wanted death. In the last several weeks, I’d seethed for revenge. In the months before those, I’d flailed to regain my lost destiny.

And now they were offering all of them to me.

I don’t recall how the cackling started, but within moments I was laughing to the brink of collapse, a mad, almost agonized noise I didn’t recognize as my own.

Jeddar had his hand on my shoulder. “By the gods, Aulus...”

“You were right, Jeddar!” I shoved him back and rubbed delirious tears from my eyes. “They are here to kill me!”

***
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“ZANTURIA IS IN AN UPROAR.”

We sat around a table fashioned from the deck of a drowned pirate galley in a chamber I’d had repurposed as a stateroom. The shuddering light of dozens of candles glimmered off obsidian walls, the stink of their beeswax heady. Incense provided a gingery counterpoint, burning in a plate on the tabletop. Tapestries draped some of the walls, but sea breeze murmured through slit windows—running floor to ceiling—and billowed them back to create strange, ghostly reflections, misshapen images of argument, echoes of Ghulan evil.

Laena sat at my left, at the head of the table, flanked by her sculpted-bronze guardsmen, the only Zantuil allowed the room, facing a dozen of my Bonsesnappers, lining the perimeter of the chamber with hands on spear shafts. I pretended not to notice her, though that perhaps made my distraction all the more obvious. Jeddar stood beside me, seated at midpoint of the table, his arms folded tightly enough to bulge muscle as he glowered at Hyrennius.

My former protégé—smiling Lucius—continued his tirade, pacing before a wall-sized map of the Mid Sea nations. “The new governor—Larsus Thartarkus, some minor toady of Vulmarch’s—enforces tax collection on the spears of the legions. And those taxes have been doubled to pay for the ‘restoration of order’.” He sneered the last words. “But he’s broken his own treaties to justify punitive expeditions that are essentially excuses to plunder. Namorian settlers have been turned against Zantuil and Zantuil clans have been turned against each other.”

Jeddar yawned. “It sounds like the place before Aulus was made Proconsul of the province.”

“They are raping Zanturia for profit!” Hyrennius slapped his palms down of the tabletop, eyes quivering. It was a good dramatic trick; I’d taught it to him. “Everything we’ve built—good governance, uniting the peoples—has been torn down!”

“That didn’t take long,” Jeddar said with relish. “We’ve been gone—what?—a year?”

Hyrennius straightened up, seared Jeddar with a glare. “You know, some of us stayed and tried to make it work, Jeddar.” He glanced at me. “Maybe we were fools to believe Vulmarch’s promises, but at least we didn’t run away.”

With a growl, Jeddar went for his sword. The room clattered around me as steel flashed free and human and Zantuil stiffened to battle stances. Hyrennius stood still, chin up imperiously, his arrogance his shield. Laena tightened almost imperceptibly, of all in the room the least threatened and the most threatening.

I chuckled, picked a fleck of bread from my tooth, and swept up a goblet from my right, took a drink. Like old times. Gazes slowly settled upon me and I set the drink aside, waved my men and Jeddar to ease.

“Didn’t leave us much choice, did you?” Jeddar hissed, returning his blade to its scabbard. “Coming to terms with the Senate, you took most of the fighting force of the peninsula with you. We were outnumbered ten to one!”

I looked fully at Laena now. It hurt like hells, seeing those eyes, the hair I used to coil in my fingers, grip as I held her close. Seeing the effort on her slanting features, the tiny ripples that betrayed tension hurt even worse and I realized how much it took from her to face me again. I tried a half-smile, a bit of the old mischief to take the intensity from my gaze. I noted then, again, the ring of lapis lazuli on her small finger, found its twin on Hyrennius’.

“Congratulations on your pairing. When did you make it permanent?”

“New Year’s,” she replied without hesitation, “under a double full moon.”

Hyrennius stepped to her side, put a hand on her shoulder. “An omen, we believed, the pairing of two full souls, of two peoples, ready to join without hesitation.”

I eyed the purple stripes of his tunic. “And you’re a Senator again?”

“I have formed a new Senate—a legitimate Senate! A number of the Famous Families have arrived in Zanturia.  There haven’t been any more proscriptions, but Vulmarch has doubled the size of the Senatorial rolls, peopled the new seats with his cronies. The rightful leadership is outflanked at every decision. Many can no longer stand it.”

I leaned back as parts began to fall together in my mind. “You’ve formed your own Republic, in Zanturia.”

He nodded, overeager, pressing too fast as always. “Former Senators provide legitimacy. Leading citizens of the Namorian colonies add to the roll. And the Zanuil have representation, as well. A blended government—for all the peoples, not just those Vulmarch and his reactionaries deem worthy.”

I shot Laena a glance as heat became a flush across my face. I folded my arms, must’ve looked like fuming Jeddar in that moment. “This sounds familiar.”

Hyrennius had enough shame to look hesitant, threw his mate a look. “It is your model.”

I snorted, took up the goblet again, and quaffed it. “And a Senate must have its Consuls, must it not?” I set the cup down—too hard and it clattered emptily across the tabletop. I waved grandly before me. “Can I assume I look upon one such august presence?”

“My mother was elected Second Consul, representing the Matriarchy,” Laena said evenly. She set a hand on the table, stopped the lazy spin of my goblet. “The Senate has delayed the election of First Consul.”

I frowned at her, genuinely confused, my anger driven off course until I saw the cool dread in her eyes, caught a terrified glance pass between her and Hyrennius.

He cleared his throat. “They want you, Aulus.”

I flinched as if slapped. Truly, I must have seemed a comical sight in that moment, looking back and forth between them, pivoting in my chair to gawk at Jeddar who—for his part—looked equal parts shock and horror. One of the guards shifted his stance, caused a faint squeak as hobnails dragged obsidian.

“Oh...my gods. You’re serious.”

Hyrennius leaned past Laena, set a hand on the table. “Aulus, you need to—”

“By Rauxes’ sweaty balls, man, this is a joke.” I stood violently, caused my chair to shriek backwards a step. “Tell me you’re joking!”

“Aulus—” Hyrennius paused to swallow his nervousness—perhaps some measure of humiliation “—I have come to bring you back to stand for election as First Consul of the Senate of the New Namorian Order.”

Silence gripped the chamber, even the sea breeze having stilled for an instant.

“By the gods...” My mind seemed a blasted fog, the terrible, smoky emptiness after a fiery building collapses. I stepped around the table, moved away from the pair who’d been family once, came to stand in front of the huge map. My gaze settled upon the peninsula forming the lands of Zanturia.

“Two years ago I proposed this. For over a year I fought for it, to prove that it could work.” I turned to them, heard my voice growing hoarse, as if someone else spoke and I couldn’t control it. “People died to prove it, Hyrennius, so many.”

“I know, Aulus. I was there with you.

Laena stood and touched Hyrennius’ arm. “We both were.”

“And you both gave up!”

My shriek jolted even the battle-hardened nerves of my legionnaires, one of them dropping his spear to the floor with a slap. Jeddar, who would normally have disemboweled the offender with his glare alone, hardly reacted, a quick flicker across his features.

I stabbed a finger at Laena. “You told me the clans would unite.” She winced as the thrust sank home. “But when they wouldn’t, when they turned back to blood feuds and bickering, you let your Mother and the Matriarchs pull out of the fighting.

“And you!” I roared now, turning the finger toward Hyrennius. “You told me it would be better to make peace with Vulmarch and withdrew the support of your legions and the colonial volunteers.”

“We made a mistake,” Laena replied, barely a whisper as Hyrennius’ mouth worked wordlessly for a response.

“You made a liar of me and a ruin of our cause! You left me with two understrength legions—sure, the finest ever made—”

“—by the gods, they are,” Jeddar grated.

“—but nothing against the masses of Vulmarch’s loyalists.” I turned again to the map, voice failing as memory and pain blazed behind my eyes. “They drove us to the coast, burning every town and village that had pledged to support me along the way. Thousands perished, cursing my name as traitor,” I spun to them, “not yours, Lucius.”

Hyrennius remained man enough to look sickened. Laena’s fingernails bit into his arm as she squeezed—support for him or herself, I couldn’t say.

“And now you’ve cocked everything up and have come back, asking me to fix it.”

Hyrennius gulped once, seemed to steel himself, and nodded. “I suppose that’s about right.”

I had my mouth open to unleash further fury, years of it built up. But a marrow-deep weariness settled into its place, the weight of so much already lost. I shook my head, disbelieving it all still. I was tired, by the thrice-damned gods, so tired.

“Get out,” I said softly.

Laena’s eyes went glassy. “Please, Aulus.”

“Now!”

The thunderclap of my voice sent a flinch through husband and wife. Hyrennius looked ready to protest further, but Laena’s fingertips again set into the meat of his arm, a dimpling in the skin that could compress nerves, leave the limb numb and slack if she desired.

“Set aside quarters for them, their guards, and their crews,” I growled to Jeddar, who shook himself back into focus. “Keep an eye on them, and on our people.” I glanced around at the legionnaires. “I want no grudges settled tonight. They live to leave at dawn.”

“Of course,” Jeddar replied.

I didn’t remember the room emptying, only my trudging course to the table, where I scooped up my toppled goblet. I clutched the wine jug, poured, didn’t bother to water it down, and took a deep pull, savoring heady, red wooziness that swept into my nerves. I poured again, drank again. The shuddering of rage behind the eyes, the onslaught of jumbling emotions, all steadied as I guzzled without shame.

Breeze caressed my face, ruffled the tapestries, carried a bit of surf crash through the windows. I didn’t know how long I’d been standing there alone, quaffing my way into a bender. I’d rarely drunk to excess—though the last few months had seen a marked increase—and my stomach twitched at the volume, my senses taking on a liquid shakiness. I breathed deep and moved to the southeast windows, the view from the ziggurat’s land-facing side, not the sea and it’s teasing promise of a future that should’ve been dead.

I brushed back a curtain and stepped out onto one of the more intact balconies, put a hand on a time-worn balustrade and steadied myself as I took another drink. Deepest night extended into the distance, even the stars seeming to flutter out as the sky neared the ridge overlooking the harbor and the splinters of ruin lining its spine. A touch of moons’ light caught on a jag of obsidian, glimmered back coldly. Eldritch fear tingled along my spine, though I couldn’t claim to be superstitious. I felt as though I stood at the edge of the world—the edge of hell.

A strange stillness filled me and I tensed, knew I wasn’t alone. Tension melted into—not exactly relief, no—acceptance. I smiled and took another drink.

“I never could sneak up on you,” Laena said at my back.

“Not your fault.” I turned to her, ready to look her fully in the face for the first time. “You are the finest practitioner of za’bandar amongst your people.” The word loosely translated into “the body as weapon”, the unarmed fighting style practiced by the Zantuil—particularly their women. “It’s just...I know you.”

“You did.”

Laena’s Namorian was accented, but flawless, and her use of past tense no mistake. I winced, recalled that the hurt between us had two sides. “If I refuse to come back with you, are you to kill me?”

It was her turn to wince. “I wouldn’t have accepted that assignment had it come from Mother, herself.”

“I can’t do it, Laena.” I turned away, put my hands on the balustrade and stared out into the Ghulan wastes again. “I can’t go back. Not again. I’m all played-out.”

Her fingers came to rest upon my shoulder and I don’t know if I managed to fully suppress the quiver that went through me. There’d been women since her—human, mostly, but one Zantuil that wanted so hard to be Laena for me, poor thing. I’d never been a womanizer, but the hole left when we couldn’t make it work couldn’t seem to be filled, no matter how many faces paraded before my eyes.

“I understand, really I do,” she whispered. “Your gods have asked much of you.”

“And yours.”

“Yes.”

We stood there together, looking out across cliffs, dunes, and ruin. Again, the glitter of obsidian under the moons drew my gaze, wandering into the toothy clutter of long-fallen glory and terror.

Laena shivered. “This is a wicked place, Aulus, full of the Ghuls’ evil. You can feel it in the stone.” She stepped past me, to the balcony’s edge, and scowled into the distance. “Whatever else you decide to do, you should leave before it begins to affect you.”

“I rather like the place,” I quipped. She turned the scowl on me and I retreated with a chuckle. “You’re probably right. The previous tenants, true pirate scum, those, gave us the same warnings before we executed them. They said things could be found in the catacombs out there, things that no mortal eye should see. We didn’t listen, at first, and went poking around.”

“Aulus,” she gasped, “what did you find?”

I remembered plumbing those inky, dark depths, strange crypts bare of markings, empty sarcophagi large enough to hold the remains of giants. None of us had returned to them since the first time. “Enough to make me glad that their Empire destroyed itself with its own Dark Arts long ago.”

“Evil powers consume themselves,” Laena mused. “It is the way of things.” She stepped close, lavender gaze smoking. “But there are always new ones rising, intending to consume the world.”

I snorted. “You mean Namoria?”

“My mother has seen.”

I wanted to scoff at her and the Zantuil superstition, but I’d seen them do things that couldn’t be explained away. Magic, I supposed. “And Vulmarch is what? Some kind of new Dark Lord?”

“Perhaps not him, but he sets events in motion that would bring about the rise of one.” She paused and her gaze acquired a momentary emptiness. “I have seen it, too, Aulus.”

I heard it in her voice, trying to draw me back in. “I can’t, Laena.”

The lavender gaze snapped back into focus, upon me. “If you do not, Lucius will get the First Consulship and will lead us. I love him, Aulus—you may hate me for it, but I do. But he is not you. He can lead armies, but he cannot inspire them. That is why his new Senate, the Matriarchy, my Mother all agreed to send us across pirate- and leviathan-infested waters to find you.”

“You make it sound positively mythological.”

“Joke all you want. But it’s true.”

I stared at her a long time, tried to lose myself in that beautiful, tired face, not truly think on all that had been said—or that I’d already decided. I turned away, sighed as I began calculating all that would have to be done. “It’s not just Vulmarch, you understand. It is Namoria, itself, the fabric of its culture. We—they believe it is their destiny is to trample the whole world under their sandals.” I pivoted back to her, my voice shaking with sudden intensity. “To stop that, we will have to strive for the same. We will need to trample it under ours.”

She nodded once. “I have seen that, as well.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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The bay rang with the sounds of imminent departure. For the last year, my piratical little operation had attracted more than just the dependents of my veterans, a literal city of the dispossessed of the Mid Sea accreting around us, attracted to loot, protection, or simply some sense of stability in a world on fire. The last week had seen that city upended with a clamor that nearly rivalled the horror of a sack, if not quite matching its destruction.

I stood sweating in a midday sun, the surf hissing about my ankles, watching things spin apart. Galleys crammed hull-to-hull along the beaches, loading ramps bowing under foot traffic, crews bringing provisions, weapons, families—some of whom would live on the decks, under canvas overhangs, stinking and squalling until our departure. More ships crowded the skyline, squadrons waiting to come in to load up. My operations had quickly overcrowded the old Ghul ruins and we’d appropriated a number of inlets down the coast, as well, satellite harbors of a sort.

Part of me cringed, thinking of the disaster that the sudden appearance of a Republican fleet would make of us, cornered and cluttered.

Wind carried an acrid, chemical reek into my nostrils and the cringe became a grimace. Cat piss, wafting from the nearly bulging hull of a heavy transport, beached to take on cavalry but—the gods willing—still light enough to shove off. I watched a foursome of troopers tug and cajole a smilodon from a makeshift, seaside holding pen, the beast’s nostrils flaring at the ocean stink, yellow-pink maw drooling, saber-length fangs notched and flashing as it hissed—not quite panic or fury, yet, but close.

The sweltering dens of the cavalry transports would be a nervy, near-death experience for crews and riders as they crossed. Fear and animal instinct could swirl into a mindless, homicidal brew, the cats turning on human companions they’d die to protect on a gory battlefield—on land. I silently saluted the cavalrymen’s courage.

Voices rose to near-argument at my back and I turned to the pavilion erected at the beach’s edge. My senior officers—legates, galley squadron leaders, the centurions of the legions—stood around a table loaded with maps and scrolls, shielded from the breeze by unraveled sails, shaded under an overhang of interwoven palm branches and ferns. Laena sat on a cask, the officers’ chivalry having apparently offered her the only seat—I grinned a little, knowing how much she likely hated that. Hyrennius was talking and gesticulating. Jeddar was scowling.

I sighed and strode towards the meeting I’d drifted away from out of exhaustion, the endless debate that happens even when folk of a like mindset plan. Hyrennius stood in front of a huge map of the Zanturian peninsula, stretched across a canvas wall. They were still arguing about the landing. Still. Had to put a stop to that. Lucius, with his imperiousness, that unconscious Senatorial arrogance, would push some very dangerous men into a bad place, if not checked soon.

“What about Ypsa?” I asked into the rising clamor.

Eyes turned to me in surprise, then to the map.

The known lands radiated out from the heart of the Mid Sea like layers unravelling from an onion. Zanturia was one of the inner whorls of that pattern, curling southward into the sea. Our own position, on the Wild Shores, faced its southwestern coasts, a fairly straight, northeastward crossing of three days, calm seas permitting. A number of Namorian-settled towns sprinkled that coast, as well as an ever-shifting pattern of Zantuil fishing villages. The harbor I’d proposed—half-heartedly, more to inspire an end to this rambling—crouched near the “toe” of the peninsula.

Hyrennius raised an eyebrow. “Too close,” he concluded. “Thartarkus had the core of the South Zanturia Squadrons moved to shipyards they’ve constructed at Ynelin. The official reason was a response to piracy, but I think he had you specifically in mind.” He grinned at me before pointing to a spatter of islands. “With warning from the Egetes watchtowers, they’d have plenty of time to deploy. You’d have a serious fight on your hands.

“We’re going to have that no matter what,” I said to eager growls from some. I eyed the map. “Galla is further up the coast.”

“It’s an enclosed harbor, cliffs to the north and south,” Hyrennius replied. “If someone’s right on us, we’d be rammed right onto the rocks.”

“So we’ll need a lead on them, at least for the transports.” I pointed to another flyspeck on the canvas, traced a path with my finger. “We could sail out to sea, round the Ilyan archipelago, and then make the run in for Galla.”

Hyrennius shook his head. “There’s the outpost at Ilyan and a fast galley squadron. They’ve been quite the annoyance to your more rapacious rivals.”

“Then the Ilyan post dies first,” I said and looked around at the officers. “We’ll make a night landing. I’ll lead.”

“And I with you,” Laena stood from the cask, her features stony in that way that would brook no argument.

“And me!” Lucius hurried to add to chuckling from the others. The men—particularly the centurions—might not trust Hyrennius, but they could appreciate courage.

“We’ll see.” I scratched the bristles of my unshaven chin. “Who commands the South Squadrons?”

“Aelan Crotta. He has fifty ships or so, various sizes.” Hyrennius saw the thoughtful crinkling of my face. “What?”

“Crotta...Kardion Lucullan’s son.”

“That’s right. You know him?”

“Not at all,” I said. “But it’s strange, a scion of one of the oldest of the Famous Families commanding in the junior service on the far side of Zanturia. You’d think he’d have had a Tribunate with the Legions, by now.”

Jeddar smiled for the first time in what seemed like a week. “You think he’s a mediocrity.”

I winked at him—always reading my thoughts. “I think I like our chances.” I stepped towards the map, officers parting to let me through. I paused there, arms akimbo, seeming to regard the symbols. Theater, of course, but this was the thing that men—politicians—like Lucius never seemed to understand.

You can’t just tell people what to do; you have to lead them to it.

“All right,” I said, turning to the gathering, “we storm the post at Ilyna and cut off early warning. We then swing eastward for Galla, two columns, the fighting galleys to the south, screening the transports, one squadron covering the tail – I’ll be there. Jeddar, you’ll command the head.” 

His scowl returned.

I turned to a short, scarred boulder of a man. “Hedus, how are we with loading the supplies, troops, and dependents?”

“On schedule.” The quartermaster ran a hand over his balding scalp, smoothed back oily wisps. “But I’m worried about the cats, out on those open seas.”

I nodded, recalling piss stink “No helping it. I want them off-loaded as soon as the landing’s secure, and cavalry out and scouting the roads into Galla.” I glanced at Hyrennius. “Can we expect resistance?”

“Unlikely. Laena and I left from there. The locals will be waiting to support you.”

“About this local support,” I growled, “how much can we expect upon landing? If all we’ve got is the men of one seaside town...well, this game gets a lot chancier.”

“The towns north of Galla will rally as soon as they have word of your landing, at least five thousand men.”

I paused. “Milita?”

“Drilled colonials with good weapons—” Lucius had to raise his voice over renewed grumbling from the Centurions “—backed by legion veterans with training, if a little long in the tooth.”

I turned to Laena. “And the Zantuil?”

“Kosa, Ectol, and Vanii are all anticipating your arrival,” she replied. “They will be, perhaps, four thousand, half mounted and half foot.”

I smiled crookedly. “Not more?”

“They are Zantuil.” She bared her teeth. “Where there is victory, there will be more.”

“So, maybe fifteen thousand total.”

“There’ll be more,” she insisted.

“If we win.” I turned back to the map, scanned patterns of settlements, roads, notations of populations and troop strengths. “The Ypsan Imperial Road runs east of Galla. Upon word of our arrival, Republican forces will be on their way, garrison troops mostly, but also the Fourteenth Legion from Ynelin. We won’t have long to muster.” I looked over my shoulder Lucius’ direction. “Is Carnelio Tarbadus still Quaestor of the southwest?”

“Grudgingly,” Hyrennius answered. “Word is that he coveted the whole province, but Vulmarch feared his influence, preferred a nonentity he could manipulate.” A pause. “You’re thinking he could be turned?”

I shook my head. “No, Tarbadus is old Senatorial elite. He might chafe at his orders, but a traditionalist like that would never think of upending the Old Order. He’s a solid commander. Even with a patchwork force, they’ll be competently led.” I glowered at Laena. “We’re going to need more Zantuil.”

She nodded noncommittally.

All right. No more debate. That was it. Moment of truth.

I turned to face them, tried to meet gazes, keep my oft-practiced, nonchalant grin in place. “I think you all know it, but this is a one way trip.” I paused, made to think over my words, though I’d practiced them already. “Because of that, and because you’ve all granted me your trust when—the gods know—I haven’t repaid it, I cannot order you to do this, to follow me back into the leviathan’s tentacles.”

The men were already rumbling, beginning to protest, to re-swear their loyalty. I held up my hands to placate them, tried not to feel like a fake for the theatrics, but knew that fighting men—desperate men—need that sort of thing. “I can only ask.” I gestured towards my blocky, ugly quartermaster. “Hedus has arranged transport for those and their dependents that want a different future...”

Silence answered me. I looked at each of them again, watching for the signs, men glancing at one another, seeing who might step backward first in retreat, take the sure way out. None did, kept their stares locked firmly upon me, jaws clenched, ferocious dedication blazing from their eyes. I shouldn’t have been surprised, though I was, felt a swell of emotion for these fools who followed, loved them all furiously in that instant

From the corner of my eye, I saw Laena’s features crinkle in the faintest hint of a smirk—recognizing the ritual for what it was.

“Well, all right, then,” I said, not having to force the husky tone of my voice. “By week’s end, we’ll be in Zanturia!”

***
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THEY HAD MONGREL IN one of the seaside pens. The meeting broken up, I went to see him, found the old brute stretched out where a gap in the makeshift awning allowed a strip of sunlight through. Where the other cats prowled nervously, hissed and spat when their pacing brought them into contact, my even-tempered old boy lounged in regal contempt of the frantic designs of humanity.

I clucked to him as I draw near. Heavy-lidded eyes parted slightly, slit pupils barely open. His great maw split into a dagger-bordered cavern, unleashed a yawn that rattled the wooden framework of the enclosure that would not hold him if he truly desired escape. Grooms and cavalrymen looked up, alarmed at the racket, then heard my laughter and returned to their tasks as I came up to a raw-cut palm trunk rail and leaned on it.

Mongrel rose from his haunches, arched his monstrous spine into a stretch, made a show of delaying our meeting. I laughed again, loving the idiot. He was an Ubarran great lion, kin the sleek, yellow-and black striped smilodons commonly used as Namorian cavalry mounts, but more massive in the chest, higher at the shoulders, and slate gray of coat. Breeders generally preferred the saber-tooths for their endurance and greater speed, but Mongrel—ah, my Mongrel was a Lord on the Battlefield.

I reached out a hand and the beast nuzzled it, let me run fingers over his wrinkles, the short, dense crest of his mane, the rough ridges of his many scars. A purr like boulders grinding sounded from back of his throat. A great, pink swatch of tongue flashed from behind fangs, scratching warmth. I distant part of me tightened with a man’s fear of something that could tear his arm out in a flash of temper.

“He’s not scared, not at all.”

I turned to find Jeddar at my back, impatience crackled about him. I hid a sigh. He was going to want to have A Talk—the one I’d been putting off and the one he’d been wanting since Laena and Lucius appeared on our shores.

“He’s a good boy,” I said noncommittally.

“He’s like you,” Jeddar replied, “stubborn to the point of stupid.”

“I get the feeling we’re not actually talking about old Mongrel, here.” I turned fully to him. “Go ahead and say it, the thing that’s been rotting behind your eyes for days.”

Chords of muscle stood out along his jawline. “This is a terrible idea.”

“You know, it’s hard to know just how to please you, Jeddar.” I shook my head, let the anger ooze out a little in my voice. “You don’t want to leave me to my fate, you don’t want to abandon the Republic, but then you don’t want to invade Zanturia and take back what’s ours.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about and you know—”

“—no, I don’t know, Quaestor.” I stepped right up into his face. “And since I’m tired of second-guessing and sulking and avoiding each other like some old married couple, why don’t you just come out and say it?”

“That.” He jabbed a finger towards the crowded beach. I wasn’t surprised to see Laena and Lucius there, strolling side-by-side, heads close in conversation, her guards hovering at their flanks, my own minders lurking further back. “Them.” Jeddar put his fists at his hips, obvious as an effort to suppress tremors of rage. “By Rauxes, by the whole Splintered Pantheon, Aulus, getting tangled up with them again is a terrible idea!”

And so, it was out, the boil lanced, the truth a wind clearing the smoke between us, rather than driving it stinging back into our eyes.

“I know that,” I said quietly.

Of course, I did, though only time would show me just how terrible an idea it was.

But—

“What choice do we have?”

He opened his mouth to say something, but held whatever it was at bay. For a time, we glared at each other. Slowly, his frown loosened, became a lopsided grin as he remembered to whom he spoke: not just commander—friend.

“You’re insane.”

“And you’re fond of telling me so.”

“At least tell me you’re not going to let both accompany you ashore.”

“Certainly, I’m not. Lucius stays with the fleet. He’s brave and can command, but practically useless in a brawl.”

“And her?”

“She’ll behave.” I winked at him. “You’ll see to that.”

“I’m not sure any of us could stop her.” He spat into the sand. “Really, Aulus, it’s just plain reckless.”

“She’ll behave.”

“It’s not her I’m worried about.”

I snorted. “You think I can’t be trusted.”

“With her around, no.” He raised his voice as I began to protest. “Don’t embarrass yourself by claiming otherwise. There’s history there.”

“You and I have history, Jeddar.”

“You and I were never betrothed.”

“So, you’re grumpy I never proposed to you?”

“Stop it.” He let out a throttled laugh, didn’t want to—but I could always make him. The humor passed quickly and the smolder to his stare returned. “Don’t joke. When you get like this, I can tell how scared you are.”

I started to deny it, but in front of that stare the attempt withered. I looked away.

“Do we have anything like a plan – a real plan?”

“I think I can get us to Zanturia,” I replied. “Once we land...I don’t know.”

“So, we fight, and maybe we all die.” He hissed between his teeth, shook his head. “Why do I get the feeling that’s always the plan?”

“Because it’s simple,” I answered forcefully. “Because the best plans always are.” I looked him in the face again. “We’ve known each other a long time, Jeddar Kogun. I’m not a genius, not even that clever a man. For boldness, speed, stealth I have you. For organization or timetables I have men like Hedus. For diplomacy I had—have, whatever—Lucius.” I folded my arms, looked thoughtfully to the horizon. “All I’ve ever done was to assemble the tools and know when to use them. That’s it.”

“I think you’re rather more than that.”

“And I think you’re an idiot.”

“Well, I am following you.” He chuckled, warmly now, none of the brittle formality.

I smiled and thumped him on the shoulder, the old legionnaire comradery. He replied in kind and we were brothers again. By Eternity, that was a relief. Voice tinged with emotion, I said, “Of all the gods’ blessings I’ve received your loyalty is amongst the greatest.”

“Great, now you’re proposing to me.”

We shared a laugh, for a moment alone on the crowded beach, a crushing present and deadly future forgotten as I felt our youthful past rush in like the surf. Warmth cooled quickly, though, the tide run back out, leaving us in grim silence.

“What about Laena?”

My gaze went to her and Lucius. “What about her?”

“If we’re all tools at hand, what is she in the mix?

I paused before answering, momentarily uncertain of the truth. Then, finally, “Hope.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Jeddar had only been half-right. The whole scheme wasn’t just a terrible idea; it was crazy—something that struck me in the face as our little flotilla approached the Ilyan outpost under cover of night.

Vaeia was waning, a chewed thumbnail hanging low over the eastern sea at our backs, her sister Daega shadowed with a new cycle. Slivers of moonlight winked from largely calm waters, but a syrupy dark ruled the sea. Yellowy daisy chains of torchlight and watch fires offered a vague outline of the tower’s position, a shadowed thumb thrust skyward from the granite palm of the main island.

We’d chosen the night for our raid well. But...

A sharp ache from my knuckles forced me to release the death grip on my sword. I chuckled to myself, surprised at my nerves, but that was always the way of it for me:  the waiting killed, not the fight. I looked over my shoulder, found Laena crouched in the small row boat at my back, clad in black leathers, skin smeared in oils. Teeth flashed in shadow and eyes gleamed like a blade’s edge. I envied her focus, her fearlessness—that strange calm of the za’bandar that I’d studied, emulated, but never come close to mastering.

I was just a man, after all.

Legionnaires dragged at the oars, soft grunts, groaning wood, gentle plash of oars. More huddled around us in the center of the boat, unarmored, be-smeared as Laena and in light gear, only short swords and over-sized bucklers, men trained in the fashion of Zantuil hill fighters—skirmishers schooled in the art of hit-and-run. To aft, by the lander’s rudder, sat Laena’s personal guards, grinning twins of lethality.

If I strained my gaze, I could barely make out the file of boats following, a bread crumb pattern of deeper shadows in the night, apparent more by swirls of silver when the feeble moons’ light revealed their wakes. Jeddar would be several landers back, leading the second wave. He’d made a last-ditch effort to compel me to switch places—particularly to get me away from Laena, I knew. But for this sort of work a man—even a lofty Proconsul, I sneered to myself—had to be first, to lead.

Crazy.

I looked to the tower again, could begin to hear the crash of surf against rocks. The main island in the archipelago formed a shallow crescent, the inside of its curve creating a small, natural harbor. The docks had been constructed there along a black sand beach and a small village to service the crews and marines had sprung up in the crags above it.

The main draw of the otherwise inhospitable chain of islets was the Tower, with its grand overview of the surrounding seas and its apparently unassailable position. Judging by slabs of ruin jabbing up amongst boulders and sparse grass, the Ghul construction had once been something quite larger. But only the Tower remained, an eerie shaft of smoothed, chilly stone—not their usual obsidian, but crafted with precision and a malevolent intensity that still emanated across the ages.

I’d seen it all a few times, in the course of our illegal enterprise, usually at a distance, taunting glances until galleys sallied forth to chase us off. And, of course, as Proconsul of Zanturia I’d visited, walked the walls and seen the maps, rosters, troop strengths.

Weaknesses.

The western face of the main isle—the side we approached—fell down sheer cliffs to a churning cream of surf, impossible to approach with heavy troop transports. Once, when I’d toured the site, there’d been a bit of a dust-up with the quartermaster as some recruits had bumbled and allowed several of the milk goats to scatter from their pens. The chase to recover them had led men to the cliff side, where all assumed the creatures would plummet to their doom. Instead, the chase wound amongst crags and crannies high above a hissing sea, where not only foot-sure quadrupeds found routes, but so did men.

Men could scale the cliffs below the Ilyan Watchtower—on a dark night unseen.

A hiss from the Legionnaire at the bow broke my reverie. I looked up, saw his nod, and realized with a start that the sizzle of waves now encompassed us. I winced through a stinging vapor of boulder-broken tide and nodded to the man, who turned to the sailor at the bow, working the rudder, and guided him with arm gestures. Shards of rock glistened blackly around us, streamers of ivory purling off sharp edges, gathering in froth at the base of the cliffs.

A wave surged over the sides, birthed groans and grinding teeth. Legionnaires cursed at the oars, struggled to keep the suddenly fragile hull from the rocks. The skirmishers glanced about, uncertain for the first time. A soldier doesn’t sign up to drown.

“There,” Laena said at my ear and pointed.

Where human eyes struggled in dark and briny haze, the preternaturally sharp Zantuil gaze caught details of a ledge just above the water line, drowned in occasional surges, but obvious as the sea receded. A switch-backing rock shelf meandered up the cliff, broken and lost in spots, but a start.

“Right.”

I caught the attention of the man at the bow, pointed out the spot. In turn, he guided the crew of the boat with waves and curses, brought us clumsily but certainly to the ledge. A sudden rush lifted our bow to its edge, then over it, nearly catching on the rocky lip and overturning us. I saw death for an instant, a drowning black weight, dragging down, down to worse things of tentacle and tearing beak.

I didn’t quite scream, nor did I blame the Legionnaire behind me who did.

We settled in a freezing splash and grinding wood. A flurry of oar work wheeled us, port side pressed to the crags as the implements were drawn in and hands grappled to hold to sharp stone. Boarding hooks went to work to secure us. Someone was bleeding, flesh ripped on jagged boulder, the smell brightly copper against salty stink. I grimaced, thought again of questing tentacles, drawn to the scent.

Laena and her minders leapt from the boat first, the Zantuil males flowing up the cliff ahead, she pausing to extend a hand to me. I gripped it with unmanful haste, let myself be dragged up and away by strength that still shocked me, even though I’d seen often what those lithe muscles could do. I turned and the two of us helped our raiders out of the boat.

The following craft labored in the tossing waters, bobbing black forms seeming no more than debris on a bouncing cream surface. One of the boats became that very thing as I watched, caught by a chance swell, dropped into a trough, then slammed into a blade of rock that splintered it into ribs of hull and flailing limbs. Surf crash hid most of the screams—mostly.

Shit.

“We’ve got to go, Aulus.” Laena had to scream to be heard through the waves’ roar. “Any more delay will kill them all.”

Our craft was wheeling away to make precarious room for the next boat. I nodded, wouldn’t let myself see the forms still squirming to stay afloat, and followed her, the last in a narrow line winding up into the cliff crags.

After the cacophony of the water, the silence as we ascended seemed almost obscene. The path climbed, narrowed, seemed to vanish at points, and then we were scrambling over knobs of stone that I tried not to imagine shifting beneath me. I kept my eyes locked on the damp rock in front of me, my now-bleeding fingers on outcroppings, and Laena’s back as she scrambled above me, fluid and confident. Joints screamed with fatigue and my brain hurt from concentration. I kept at it, tried not to think of the joke of not looking down.
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