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BOOK I


CHAPTER ONE
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I lurched upright in my cot at midnight, nerves afire with the certainty someone was about to try to kill me.

Embers popped fitfully in the brazier at the center of my command tent—not the Kohorn-style yurt I usually spent the night in. Grooms had brought the cot in after it became clear I intended to spend the night working. The fluttering wisps of light from the fire highlighted evidence of this: fold out tables littered with maps, wax tablets, parchment, and a terracotta mug drained of wine that had long-since fallen on its side.

Nothing moved, inside or out.

That brought my feet off the cot and onto the cold, hard-packed dirt of the floor. Even at the darkest hour, a Legion camp grumbles; changes of the watch, the glum prowl of sentries, and the odd quarrel between lovers. But a preternatural stillness clenched the late-winter air. Not even a smilodon of the cavalry yawned or hissed in their feline way.

I started to call for the watch officer stationed outside the tent, but stopped myself. Pulse thudded up my throat. Sweat beaded across my flesh and instantly cooled. Somehow, I knew not to follow through with the impulse. Instead, I reached for Nala’s sword.

The weapon lay under the cot, within easy reach, in a sheath of oiled leather marked with flowing Zantuil script. A short sword of the kind favored by the za’bandar—the all-female order of martial artists who sometimes deigned to teach a man their ways—it didn’t have the reach of the cavalry saber I usually favored. And while it matched a Legion gladius for utility at close quarters, its cruel curve made it a slashing weapon, as opposed to a thrusting one.

I was still getting used to it, truth be told, and kept it near more as comfort than as defense. But its grip warmed to my touch as I pulled it close. The twist of a child’s honey-brown hair affixed to the pommel tickled my wrist, a reminder of a son, his mother, and our love. And the weight of the steel as I gingerly began pulling it free had the heaviness of the presence that’d once wielded it.

Nala.

She’d been a Master of za’bandar. She’d been my master in that art, but also teacher in life to a man for whom the sureties of youth had long-crumbled away under the grinding knowledge of maturity. She’d reminded me what I knew—and taught me I knew nothing. She’d spoken of Oblivion and wisdom beyond our world and that promises made in this one would return to us in the next. She taught me more than fighting. She taught inoro k’tan—“the flow of life energies”.

From her instruction, I knew—could sense like a change in the wind—the energies of the camp had been interrupted. The Legion, like the men comprising it, was a living thing, after all.

I drew her sword the rest of the way from its sheath, grimaced as my haste caused its edge to grate on the way out. The energies beyond my tent changed again. I sensed it, the tension, like a fist cocked back for the punch. The moment had come.

I lurched to the left, towards the center of the tent and the pole there.

The first attacker burst in not through the front flaps but from the wall behind the cot, through a slit cut silently in the canvas while I slept. A short sword not dissimilar to the one in my fist flashed as an overhand chop sent it blasting through the pillow where my head had rested a moment before.

A second attacker rushed in through the front. A puff of chill wind at his back billowed the flaps as much as his passage and I had a momentary glimpse of one of the guards sprawled outside, torchlight glinting redly off a streamer of blood. Instinct drove me further left. The attacker’s arm snapped out and steel flicked through the air. I saw the heavy needle-bladed throwing knife glance off the tent pole, felt it flutter past my ear.

Coming the rest of the way around the pole, I kicked the fold out table and sent it tumbling into my second foe’s path. Parchment sprayed into the air like birds startled. Writing implements tumbled and inkwells spilt. The tabletop smacked off one of the attacker’s shins and he stumbled, left me extra seconds and room.

I needed both as the first attacker leapt over my toppled cot and slashed for my right shoulder. A backwards step carried me out of the blade’s path and the steel buried itself in the pole with a thunk. The would-be assassin pulled as through the weapon would come free with ease. Pale blue eyes widened from the holes in his stitched leather mask when he jerked and it didn’t, left him exposed.

I slashed for his throat. But his left arm blurred into the way, the back of his forearm crashing into my wrist and nearly jarring my sword from the fingers. The arm reversed with wormy skill, his fingers suddenly twisted about and gripping at the base of my hand, iron plug pressure into the sinews, numbness spread instantly.

But I knew this trick, too. Rather than grapple, I delivered a bare-footed kick to his crotch. He folded half over with eyes bulging and breath dashed out. Movement blurred across my left and I twisted right, levering my sword arm free and pushing his bulk past me into the path of his comrade, who’d come around behind. The two tangled momentarily before sorting themselves out to face me again.

The first yanked his blade free of the tent pole and worked his way to my right. The second slithered to my left. Through the hammer of my pulse, I could hear the camp stirring. Some sentry had begun hollering and someone else was blowing a whistle. Help was all around and could only be seconds from reaching me.

My masked attackers knew it, too. Despair shimmered in their eyes, but single-minded determination, as well. They were Zantuil, the original inhabitants of the lands of Zanturia; I could tell by their lithe musculatures and inhuman grace of motion. A lot of factions wanted me dead, human and otherwise, but this surprised me, nonetheless. They had training and experience and one of them almost seemed familiar in the way he stalked.

A new presence exploded into the tent. A wild mop of platinum-blonde hair lashed about a stormy-eyed face as this one froze with sword drawn and stared at the assassins facing me. Bare-chested and bony-limbed, he had the feral look of the northern Zantuil allied to my banner, the Kohorn. A growl escaped from clenched, crooked teeth and he bent low into a fighting stance. When he struck, Arda, war leader of the tribesmen who followed me, would do so like a coiled serpent.

The assassin to my right whirled towards him. Arda met the attack with a shriek of glee. Swords crashed off one another in a fierce lightning storm of strike-and-parry and the frenzied Kohorn immediately put the killer on the defensive, driving him back into the tent.

But I had no time to worry over it, as the slayer to the left came right at me. He slashed for my face and I parried, felt the blow all the way up to my shoulder. His follow-up attacks all landed that way, ferocious strokes, hacking with what seemed almost mindless rage. The impact of them drove me steadily backwards toward the corner of the tent. Breath rasped in my chest and muscles trembled with fatigue.

I parried a chop at my right hip one-handed and sent my left fist shooting into his exposed ribs. The blow had been off-balance, but reasonably well-aimed, driving out a grunt of pain and sending my foe staggering a step away from me—enough to backpedal and give myself a little more room. He answered by pivoting into a wide slash that came so close to my face the tip of my nose stung from a shallow cut.

But he hung, arms flung wide before me for an instant, and I struck. A right-to-left slice of Nala’s wicked blade bit into bicep and carried a streamer of blood across the tent interior as it cut free. The assassin curled away from me, left hand gripped to right upper arm. The right hand shot back out, despite the wound, aiming the point of his sword for my midsection. But my return stroke from the left dashed the thrust aside. He staggered, unbalanced, almost down on one knee to my right.

Nala’s blade wasn’t made for the thrust, but with all my terror-fueled strength behind its curved point it did the trick, plunging into the assassin’s exposed ribs. A grunt of surprise escaped him as he hung with the steel poised under his armpit. I felt the wrench of a maneuver translate up the impaling blade and yanked it loose, jumped back as he made to fall and drag me with him. One of his legs lashed out, would’ve knocked mine out from beneath me, had I been there. Instead, it left him in a tangle, clutching his torso as his life gushed out.

A keening cry to my left drew my gaze in time to see Arda parry his opponent’s sword aside and bring his reverse stroke up across the masked attacker’s neck. A fan of blood painted the canvas on the opposite side of the tent and the assassin gripped, gurgling for his cleaved throat. Arda dashed the attacker’s sword from his suddenly-limp grasp with contemptuous ease and gave him a shove to the chest, sent him falling stiff-backed to the ground where he flopped and wheezed and heels beat a last death-pattern against the dirt.

Clamor erupted behind Arda as more men and Zantuil burst into the tent, Legionnaires of mine and Kohorn of his, jostling, shouting in alarm. The sight of both of us standing over defeated foes took some of the panic from their collective gaze. But that only birthed more racket, questions and cries of confusion.

Arda turned to me with his customary smirk, but his eyes went icy as something drew their gaze past me and he lunged. I turned as his move ended in a stab that pinned the first assassin’s arm to the ground. A flinch went through the masked Zantuil as he tried to work his arm free, but Arda’s thrust had passed between the bones of the forearm, spearing the whole thoroughly into the dirt floor.

In bloody, twitching fingers the killer still held his weapon.

“Always sloppy is Quintorius,” Arda said with a chortle. He kicked the assassin’s blade skittering across the floor and yanked his own free, raised it for a killing chop.

I set a hand on his chest. “Wait.”

“Not smart,” the Kohorn protested.

I knelt beside the dying Zantuil. Blue-grey eyes stared back at me out of the crude mask and I gripped its crown, gave it a yank.

And sighed in disgust as I recognized the face behind it.

A fresh burst of noise split the air. I turned to see a tall figure shoulder his way to the fore of the soldiers and tribesmen gawking at the aftermath of the fight. Green eyes glittering like heat lightening until they came to rest upon me and stilled in relief. Equally fraught mahogany features smoothed as the man lowered his cavalry saber and blew out a long breath.

“By the Gods, Aulus,” he rasped, looking around, “what the hell?”

Jeddar Kogun, War Master of the New Namorian Order, finest cavalry commander in the world, was also my oldest friend. It was because of that friendship that he was even here, slumming it in my camp when he should have been attending Senate hearings over the conduct of the war back in our capital of Hestulus. He’d been with me since the beginning and it was because of that that he—alone amongst the others in the tent—saw the face of the mortally wounded assassin and flinched in recognition.

“By every Curse of the Splintered Pantheon,” he gasped and started towards me, “is that—”

“Rufor,” I replied and turned back to look at the dying Zantuil. “Yes, it is.”

The assassin started to laugh but it cut out in a terrible cough that foamed pinkish-bloody matter across his lips. Against that gory makeup, his teeth gleamed like fangs. “Quintorius...ack! My Lord and Lady send you...urk...greetings....”

I grimaced. Rufor had fought beside me, years ago, another lifetime, one of the rebel delegators sent to bring me to Zanturia to lead the rekindled fight against the occupiers from the Republic of Namor. He’d saved my life, once. Now he’d sought to end it. But it was more the mention of his masters that triggered the pain, his Lord and Lady.

Lucius. Laena.

The former had been friend, pupil, and comrade in arms—but always wanting too much, always jealous. The latter had been lover and the very essence of my inspiration, the Zantuil who’d first brought me into their culture and their ways. My first lessons of za’bandar she’d taught. She’d been my everything.

When everything failed—the first time—they’d both abandoned me for each other. I’d forgiven them for that. When I’d returned and truly brought the kindling of rebellion in Zanturia to blaze, they’d returned, clung to me. But, when success flowed and we all became heroes, the jealousies returned, too. I can’t claim to understand the toxic swirl of their relationship, who was more poisoned—the petty former Namorian Senator who thought he was better than me; or the bitter younger sister of the Zantuil Matriarchy, doomed to walk in an older, half-sister’s shadow.

All I know is they turned on me, on all we tried to build. There had been treachery, betrayal, and finally a murderous struggle for power.

I’d won.

But they had slipped away.

“I see what greetings they intended to send,” I growled at Rufor, “and that you failed to deliver.”

“You...were harder to kill...than I thought.”

“And you’ve gotten sloppy.”

His cackle came out a terrible, wheezing, wet thing. Blood-spittle flecked his face as he struggled to speak. “Doesn’t matter...better this way. We were hunted things in the Icelock Valley. This...is better...”

“Dying is better?”

He winced. “Better than running...” Another blood bubble burst across his lips. His voice fell to a wheeze. “Better than one more winter...trapped with them.”

I glanced up at Jeddar. “Are there more here?” I put a hand on the dying Zantuil’s shoulder, gave him a shake. “What do they have planned?”

“There will be more,” he gurgled, hacked. “There will always be more.” Pain eased from his features and he smiled through bloody teeth. “Unfinished business, Quintorius...”

It took me a moment to realize he was dead, so suddenly did he pass, still staring till his eyes fogged over. Ice slivered through my veins. I swallowed back bile taste as I stood from the dead former-comrade and turned to Jeddar.

“Search the camp,” I ordered in a hoarse voice. “Shake everyone out. Make certain there aren’t more.”

Jeddar nodded and repeated the order to runners who instantly dashed off. The alarm was already spreading, though, had been spreading as men jostled awake to whistles and hammered sheet metal. Torchlight spilled through a part in the tent flaps. I glimpsed men knelt over the dead guards Rufor and his companion had left slumped out front.

“How did they get in?” I growled.

“We’ll find out,” Jeddar insisted. “We’ll double your guard—triple it!”

I wiped sweat from my brow, noticed the pain of strained muscles and joints for the first time since instinct had woken me. How close they’d gotten fully struck—they’d nearly slit my throat, in bed, in the middle of my camp. This never would’ve happened had my za’bandar remained with me, the female bodyguards—disciples of Nala—sworn to protect my flesh and soul. But I was the general again, not the Consul or the Dictator, and their order had recalled them when my term expired. That was the reason they gave to me, anyway. There were harder feelings behind the decision, I knew.

I knew, too, looking at Jeddar that I needed all the friends I could get. Blame games would do no one any good now. Blowing out a long breath, I nodded to him. “Thanks, old friend. I know you will.”

He stepped close and I could see the relief in his eyes. He put a hand on my shoulder and it surprised me how much I needed the support. He frowned. “Let’s have someone look at you.”

“I’m fine.”

“Surgeon!” he called over his shoulder.

“I said I’m fine.” I glanced at Rufor’s corpse, being picked over by Arda. “Better than him, anyway.”

His eyes hardened as he followed my gaze. “So...they’re back.”

“So, it seems.” I grimaced as Arda casually rolled Rufor on his side, looked underneath him before letting the body slop back into place to stiffen. “I hope you’re trying to learn something as opposed to looting.”

The Kohorn chuckled and left the body, crossed the tent to the other one, and began picking anew while men gawked at his callousness. Jeddar hollered at the crowd to break up, get back to work. Drums rolled in the midnight air. Troops would be forming up, bleary-eyed and angry. The word of this would spread as they stood in their ranks, spread like flame caught on linseed oil. I’d need to make a showing, still nerves, say something brave and boastful—as if I wasn’t shaken to my core.

Lucius. Laena.

The chief surgeon from the Seventh Legion—the Bonesnappers, one of the two legions that’d had been with me since the old days—arrived and cajoled me into one of my fold-out chairs. With gentle instructions and not-so gentle probes, he checked me over. With a smile, he put a patch of bandage to the tip of my nose, told me to press it there while he finished up. “That may be the worst of it, Proconsul,” he said.

I pulled it away to frown at the spot of blood from the shallow cut. “Damned lucky,” I muttered.

“As always,” the surgeon replied, “Vesters favors Quintorius.” He clenched a fist and pressed it solemnly to his chest. “May She continue to favor us all.”

“Indeed,” I said, beseeching the Namorian Goddess of Fortune. Ever did She spin her Wheel of Fate, always scrambling, reordering our chances. Tonight, however, Its turn had gone my way. But it might not remain so. And I still favored Rauxes, God of Victory, over the rest of the Splintered Pantheon, He who said, “Fortune favors the brave.”

I looked again to Arda and his gruesome activity. “Finish with that, already! I want that trash dragged from here and burned.”

He didn’t respond, but did lift a small throwing knife from the other assassin’s sparse kit, brow wrinkling in curiosity. “Not right,” he murmured and gave the weapon a shake. Something rattled. He gripped the pommel and twisted it experimentally. Something popped loose and he grinned from pointed ear to pointed ear.

“What is it?” Jeddar asked,

The Kohorn unscrewed the pommel and cast it aside. The knife handle appeared to be hollow and from it, Arda drew forth a twist of parchment. He dropped the weapon onto its deceased owner and unrolled the paper.

“Let me see,” I ordered in a voice harsher than I intended. But the iciness had returned to my nerves.

Arda shrugged and brought it over. “Can’t read, anyway.”

I took the parchment twist and looked it over, felt a jolt as I recognized the flowing script of Lucius Hyrennius’ writing. “War Master Kogun and Arda are to stay,” I announced hoarsely, “everyone else, go now. We are not to be disturbed.”

Only the surgeon resisted, and he not for very long after a glare from me, following the rest in clearing the tent. I stood up from the chair and paced a few steps, staring at the letters but not really reading the words. Moving around hurt. I wasn’t a kid, anymore, and even in my prime the crash following battle always hit like a sickening weight.

But the enormity of what I’d scanned in the note sickened me more.

“What, Aulus?” Jeddar asked.

I held up the curl of parchment. “It’s from Hyrennius, as you likely guessed.” I snorted. “He wants to talk.”

Jeddar’s expression twisted into something fierce. He’d always hated the man, even before the betrayals. “That oozing ass boil...what the hells does he think you have to talk about?”

I looked at the note again, started reading. “‘Greetings my old friend—’”

“The nerve,” Jeddar sneered.

“‘—if you’re reading this,” I went on, “‘it means Rufor failed, and I am glad. He and his butchers are Laena’s creatures and to trying to convince them of any other path would mean their suspicion and my death. Nevertheless, I volunteered to guide this little delegation to you. Laena didn’t trust herself in lands you control but I convinced her I still knew enough of our ways to navigate them. She seems to still trust me, though my love for her has been replaced by loathing and fear.’”

Jeddar snorted. “Trouble in paradise...”

“She has gone mad, Quintorius. Perhaps she was always so, but vengeance has consumed her. I no longer know what she will do. But I am done with it and with her. There is more to tell, too much for this little note. If you would honor what friendship we once had, I would speak with you, one last time. I know your forces linger to the northeast of Cartago and the coast. There is a strip of beach due east from the town, perhaps three miles. You will find me there. Come soon. I will not have long.’”

***
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“OF COURSE, IT’S A TRAP!” declared Hedus, Legate commanding the Bonesnappers.

Growls of agreement went around the table of my officers. I’d had grooms draw back the panels of the command tent so that the sights and sounds of the camp were around us. It was late winter, but spring warmth had clenched the day already, warm breezes pushed in from the coast and a scouring sun riding high. Under that, columns of legionnaires marched out to the drill fields or to deploy east, relieving units watching approaches from enemy-held lands.

It was a loud way to conduct a conference, but the men needed to see me. More, I wanted them to see me at work, as if the events of the night had disrupted nothing, just another incident of life to be brushed off. Rumors had to have circulated for hours, a sickness in the ranks. The best tonic for that was reality seen in broad daylight.

“I won’t go alone,” I replied. “I’ll take a cavalry squadron.”

“They snuck right into the heart of our camp,” Hedus snapped. “Do you really think numbers will matter?”

I favored him with a patient smile. “I’m going, my friend.”

Hedus scowled, the expression making his beak-like nose wrinkle and redden. Balding and wiry, Hedus would never be accused of handsomeness. His bird-like fidgeting and sour exterior gave the impression of the bookish quartermaster he’d once been. But he’d led the Bonesnappers and served as my senior legion commander for two years now, as reliable a man as I had. I trusted him with my life.

Sometimes, though, you had to trust yourself.

“I can’t believe you’re all right with this,” Hedus muttered across the table to Jeddar.

The War Master shrugged. “No one dislikes or distrusts that oiled fop Hyrennius more than me, I suspect, but I’m inclined to agree with Quintorius. We need to hear what the traitor has to say.”

Hedus blinked in surprise and a rumble of disbelief went through the other officers.

“Why?” asked the younger officer to his right. Caius Hurtilius commanded the Twelfth Legion—the Harpies—sister unit to Hedus’ Bonesnappers, the left hand to its right. He was a serious, dark-eyed man who probably could’ve expected a comfortable life as a litigator back in Namoria, before tyranny overtook it and such a profession became deadly dangerous. So the young man picked an even more dangerous one. “Who cares what these backstabbers think at this point?”

“Because,” Jeddar said before I could speak up, “if it’s true what he’s said, that he and” a flutter of a wince crossed his dark features as he hesitated “Laena have split and she schemes on her own, she’s become even more dangerous.”

“Last we heard, she and her partisans were marooned far to the northwest,” Hurtilius scoffed, “busier fighting for their lives against cannibal Zronds than plotting another coup.”

“And yet they could reach out and strike us here,” I pointed out.

Hurtilius had his mouth open with a counterpoint but Jeddar jumped in again. “And it’s more than that. We know there are some with sympathies for Laena and her rebels still in the New Namorian Order, even some in the Senate, where nerves remained unsettled after last year. It’s a vulnerable time, one during which she might find opportunity.” He looked around the table. “We face the enemy directly on the battlefield, but her trickeries could topple our government from behind us.”

“So what?” Hurtilius hissed. “What good have they done us?”

An ugly, dark rumble went around the table and I felt a prickle across my flesh.

Exiled from the Republic of Namor, I’d led the dregs of my two legions halfway around the world, fleeing assassins and loyalist units determined to prove their loyalty to the new regime. I’d thought we were ruined, doomed to eke away a shadow existence as pirates and vagabonds on a spit of beach.

Twice I’d landed them upon the Zanturia Peninsula, the first time a disaster, but the second time a triumph. I’d built an army around the nucleus of the Bonesnappers and Harpies, rallying the normally-divisive Zantuil tribes and the long-abused human city-states to my banner. And I’d built a nation, a mirror to the corruption of the Republic—a New Namorian Order charged to return the light to the world.

And after all that, Hurtilius growled about tearing it down.

“I understand the feeling, especially after last fall,” I replied, “but I don’t intend to disassemble the very thing we worked so hard to birth, Caius.”

“You should never have given up your Dictatorship,” Hurtilius said brazenly. The rumbling from the others darkened further.

After Lucius and Laena’s abortive coup—barely a year into the life of our newly-founded republic—the Order had needed stability. I’d given it to them by reviving a law from old Namoria, getting myself voted Dictator for a year. The move had been controversial and never popular, but it had bought us time to steady the new nation. That my leadership had degenerated into the same despotism that had ruined Namoria was lost on no one, though. I had stepped down at the one year-mark, as set in law. It had been the right move.

Hadn’t it?

I held up a hand to quiet my officers as the babble intensified, started to become an argument. “I appreciate all your faith in me, really, I do, lads. But there’s no point debating this. What’s done is done.” I met Caius’ gaze with a little glower of warning. “Besides, the world already has too many Dictators.”

“Fight fire with fire!” Hurtilus insisted to ongoing, increasingly raucous agreement. “Our Senate has proven to be a fractious and fickle as the original it was based upon. Magistrates who were corrupt under the old regime are twice as corrupt under ours and, with apologies to our friend here” he nodded to Arda, the only Zantuil present at this council of commanders “the Zantuil tribes use the government to continue their rivalries without open war.” He met my gaze with a fiery stare. “How can you expect to win while standing on so uncertain a footing? Aulus, maybe Vulmarch had the right of things!”

The name doused the babble of the meeting as assuredly as a flood of ice water.

Vulmarch—Cornelius Kellerus Vulmarch—self-styled “Savior of the Republic of Namor” had made himself Dictator-for-Life by decree of the Senate he’d peopled himself after slaughtering the dissenters. He’d been my mentor, Marzann’s lifelong rival and now, long after that wonderful rogue’s demise, my ultimate foe. He had chased me around the world and back again. He was the author of all our woes. 

He was a dead man, if the Gods ever permitted that he and I meet in the close deadly space of battle.

But...

I blew out a long breath that I hoped sounded like a patient sigh as I smiled carefully at Hurtilius. “Again, I thank you for the faith you’d put in me, Caius. But no. You’d have to look no further than our rebellion, our New Namorian Order to see evidence that Vulmarch’s way doesn’t work. That way is tyranny, and conspiracy, and war without end. We’d all be simply devoured. The people deserve better than that.” I looked around the table. “We deserve better than that.”

My words seemed to have calmed the passions of most, though I could see by the smolder of Hurtilius’ eyes he hadn’t totally given up the sentiment.

“This is all a lot of chatter for now, anyway, isn’t it?” Hedus growled and shot the younger Legate a look. “We haven’t even won the war.”

“Agreed,” I replied in a tone meant to end this particular debate. “Let’s look to the task before us, then, shall we?”

All leaned in as I stood and with a stick pointed to the map unrolled across the table. I’d found a few former-engineers and surveyors amongst recruits to our armies and drafted them to the work of giving me the best guide—as opposed to the exceedingly artful, but not-to-scale maps the Zantuil preferred. They’d done a masterful job.

The Zanturian Peninsula jutted into the Mid Sea like a huge thumb. We controlled three quarters of that mass, now, the west and southwest coasts and the interiors. To the north, the World Wall Mountains loomed, forming an unofficial boundary—though a semi-permeable one through which the vile Zronds often raided and compelled us leave forces there as deterrent. To the east, the Vengash Mountains formed the border between the “thumb” of Zanturia and “hand” that was the lands ruled by the Republic of Namor.

Painted wood blocks set upon the parchment denoted unit positions. I tapped two of these, painted blue and facing four painted red and bunched into a semicircle in the southeast corner. “The Bonesnappers and Harpies control the easiest routes along the coast and sit close enough to the route into the interior, by way of Gongorda, to block it should the Loyalists move that way. We have them cornered.”

“For now,” Hedus said. “Perpenna Gnaeus is unlikely to stay penned-in for long.”

Gnaeus, Vulmarch’s “Young Butcher”, had been sent to Zanturia to finish us last year, heavily-reinforced and full of bravado. Instead, I’d given the brat two spankings. Vulmarch’s pupil was intelligent, though, smart enough not to compound his errors with rash attacks. After defeat, he’d withdrawn to preserve his army and recover. And beyond his cold-blooded calculation he had one other undeniable advantage:  unlike us, he could quickly replenish his losses, likely had been doing so all winter.

“No doubt,” I replied. “How many do we estimate he can muster in the spring?”

“Forty thousand, at least,” Jeddar answered grimly, “even after the damage we did to him last fall.”

“More than enough to take the offensive again,” Hurtilius added. He sighed disgustedly. “I’ve got to admit, I’m tired of fighting with our backs to the wall.”

“It’s a strong position, though,” I declared. “No matter which way he comes, we can choose the ground Gnaeus has to fight upon.”

“He could swing north and then west,” Jeddar pointed out.

I shook my head. “That’d leave him with long lines of supply and communication” I grinned at Arda “and after last year, he knows what our raiders can do to those.”

“There’s the Fulvian Gap,” Jeddar replied, pointing to the map. The Vengash Mountains were split by two major passes, the Fulvian to the north, near where the range met the World Walls, and the Specter’s Fangs, to the southeast, which Gnaeus controlled, his lifeline to Namoria. “The Loyalists could punch through the Fulvian with reinforcements and open a second axis of attack on us.”

Again, I shook my head. “The Fulvian is narrow and treacherous. We can hold it with a single cohort—” we were, in fact “—and can reinforce it quickly, if need be.”

Jeddar shrugged, seemed to accept my thinking.

“So, we will face a head-on offensive in the spring,” Hedus said, “with about eighteen thousand between the Bonesnappers and Harpies.”

“More than enough!” I hoped my forced cheer wasn’t too obvious and glanced at Jeddar. “Though, we still have the mobile reserve, do we not?”

“Thirty thousand,” he replied, “though that’s a lot less in reality than it seems. That includes the bulk of the Zantuil tribal levies—which will take time to mobilize. We have the Reserve Legions at full strength now, but divided between the Guard at Hestulus and covering the World Walls and the Fulvian. Aulus, if the Zronds make an incursion in force, like they did four years back, they could break through to the interior.” He shuddered. “It’d be a war on two fronts. We can’t denude those forces.”

“Completely agree,” I said. “But the Guard Legion? That’s at least eight thousand, and we really might need those, old friend.”

He grimaced. “I...can probably swing that. But, by the Gods, the Senate will squeal. And they’ll be egged on by Second Consul Radchak.”

Radchak—it was my turn to grimace—another enemy. It seemed my main talent was gathering them. And the Senate’s intransigence would only add fuel to the fire Hurtilius had been building earlier. But we had to make it work. Otherwise, what was the thrice-damned point of it all?

“Do your best,” I said with a smile that bordered on a smirk.

This was the strangest situation he and I had faced through our long partnership—and friendship. When we’d returned to Zanturia and I’d been elected First Consul of the fledgling nation, I’d created the position of War Master of the New Namorian Order. Such a post had existed in old Namor and been dissolved at Vulmarch’s ascension. It made Jeddar essentially chief of staff of all the Order’s armed forces. While I was First Consul and Dictator, it meant Jeddar coordinated forces for me.

But with my Dictatorship ended I was just the Senator, again, given imperium as a Proconsul to wage war on behalf of the Order.

More specifically, Jeddar was now my commander.

“So,” Hurtilius spoke up pointedly, “we wait?”

“It’s not my favorite, but yes, we wait and watch.”

“Quintorius surrenders the initiative?” Hedus asked incredulously.

“It’s the last thing they’ll expect.” I grinned at him while chortles went around the table. “And perhaps I’ve got an idea or two in the meantime.” Hedus’ gray-speckled eyebrows arched, but I didn’t humor him, said, instead, “And I think that’s about all for now, lads. Much to be seen to this morning. Thank you all.”

I watched as they broke up, noticed Jeddar lingering. Hedus acted like he might, as well, but seemed to think better of it and left the two of us. I sighed as the last of them drifted out of earshot and said, finally, “I suppose there’s something else?”

“You know I’m going with you to meet the ass boil.”

I shrugged. “There’s no way I can stop you, War Master.”

“Knock that off, Aulus,” he hissed. “You know I’d never dare impose this empty title upon you. Shit, the legions would revolt.”

“Sounds like Hurtilius would like them to,” I replied grimly.

“Yes, well, let me and Hedus sit with the lad and a few pitchers and we’ll knock some sense into him.”

“I can’t have that talk going around, Jeddar. Rauxes’ greasy beard, man, if Radchak and his supporters even got a whiff of sedition, everything would go to pieces!”

“We’ll talk to him,” Jeddar assured me. “And Radchak’s been too busy making a mess of things for his self to really make a go at you.”

“Still wants me arrested, though.”

“He wants everyone arrested. But he is only Second Consul, and that only allows him so much power.”

“For now.” I sat and leaned back in my chair. “How is our First Consul? How is Naethala?”

His grin slipped a bit. “She’s overworked.” He looked at me hard. “You’re going to have to tell her about these...new developments.”

I winced. “Yeah, I know.”

Naethala ea Creasta ea Moebar was a daughter of Matriarchs—the female rulers of the Zantuil peoples—newest First Consul of our Order, and constant, but often-annoyed ally of mine. She was also Laena’s older half-sister and the target of much of the latter’s hatred—though the majority of that, it seemed, remained squarely aimed at me. Naethala had lost a mate before my return to Zanturia and a mother after—the victim of an assassination Laena had planned and attempted to blame on me.

She would no doubt take news of the return of her homicidal half-kin poorly.

“I’ll tell her,” I said heavily. “It’s probably better coming from me. We’re both tied together by Laena, in a weird way.”

“However you like,” Jeddar replied. The seriousness faded from his expression, which wrinkled into a sneaky grin. “You’re not really just going to sit and wait on Gnaeus, are you?”

I forced a shrug. “I’m not certain what else to do.”

“Bullshit. I hear tell you’ve been meeting with representatives from the Syndric pirates. You’re scheming something with those greasy bastards, aren’t you?”

“I’m exploring many options, my friend.”

“You’re not going to tell your War Master?”

“You can order me to.”

“You know I won’t.” He scowled. “Fine. Keep your secrets!”

“When I move, you will know. I promise.”

“Fine...” His scowl grew resentful. “But I’m still going with you to meet Hyrennius.”

“I need you to stay out of the way, though. You have to promise me.”

“You’re crazy, you know?”

I smiled back. “As you never tire of telling me...”
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CHAPTER TWO


[image: ]




I felt like this had all started on a beach—or, depending on how you looked at it, re-started. That was where Lucius and Laena had found me, defeated and diminished. So, it seemed only fitting this was where it should end.

A sluggish breeze from the Mid Sea tickled my face, smelling of brine and a stubborn hint of winter cool, hissing in reeds and sand across the dunes below me. Sunrise had given way to gray overcast, brought with it a faint tinge of fog. Still, I could see very clearly.

Dunes cupped the narrow strip of sand against the sea, dropping steeply down to it from a dense fringe of stubborn woods and brush. A fire guttered, added its sad tags of fume to the haze. A tent stood nearby, flaps stirred in the wind, twitching feebly. A boat rested half out of the surf, a single sail fast cargo packet meant for quick trips. The Namorian Navy used the type for amphibious resupply. Movement showed a small crew tending to it.

Mongrel growled beneath me and I patted the huge cat’s neck. He was an Undarran Great Lion, a scarred, temperamental brute, getting on in years. Jeddar favored smaller, sleeker smilodons for the work of cavalry. But old Mongrel had seen me through many, many trials. I hardly guided him anymore, the cat seeming to know where I intended to go before I did.

Right now, though, he didn’t want what I did, at all. When I nudged him to proceed down one of the winding paths to the beach, he rumbled deep in his throat. Flecks of drool fluttered off the twin blades of his huge saber-teeth and his nostrils flared with huffing breath.

“He smells trouble,” Jeddar said from my flank, mounted as well and in full kit with burnished cuirass buckled tight, helm strapped on, and spatha saber at his hip.

“I wonder if he smells Lucius.”

“Same thing.”

I looked at the War Master with a half-smile. The wind twitched his cloak loose in a red wave, fluttered in the horsehair crest of his helmet, in the striped coat of his young cat. He looked ferocious and I saw war in his eyes. “You need to stay here, now,” I told him.

He glanced across the heights surrounding the beach. Arda and his rogues would’ve arrived here much sooner, infesting the trees, slithering down into the dunes and sand as close as they could. But neither of us could see any sign of them. Arda probably could’ve snatched Hyrennius if I wanted. But holding him would be like leaving a spider on your palm for any amount of time; the risk of its bite and poison was too high.

“There’ll be help at the first sign of trouble.” Jeddar sounded more like he was reassuring himself than me.

“It’ll be all right,” I replied and gave Mongrel another nudge.

This time the Great Lion started down, still rumbling, though. The breeze whipped up around us as we descended and sand stung my eyes. I rubbed irritably, then worriedly. Alert crackled in my nerves as the short, steep route wound to the upper beach and we passed between gnarled, half-dead trees into the open. I needed my senses about me, touched Nala’s sword at my side, squared my shoulders and felt the reassuring weight of my own cuirass buckled there.

The crew of the boat had stopped their activities at my approach. Perhaps a dozen sailors in ragged attire streaked with filth and dried sea salt stared in tense silence, but showed no interest in intervening, didn’t appear to be armed. The fire crackled ahead, popped loudly and released a plume of sparks skyward. The flaps of the tent twitched and a figure emerged. I tensed. It was a Zantuil woman of highly-pointed ears and feral almost-beauty. I thought for an instant she might be one of the za’bandar who went rogue with Lucius and Laena after their attempted coup. But no—she had none of their smooth, lethally economical movements.

A second, hooded figure emerged and she touched his shoulder protectively. He shrugged away from it, hissed something that made her flinch, and strode forward to stand before the fire. With a motion of faded grandeur, he threw back his cowl to smile brazenly at me.

I hid a grimace of shock.

Lucius Hyrennius had once been a man of full face, even tending towards fat, fond of food, drink, and life. The apparition that stood before me, however, grinned like a death’s head, bones jutting sharply from behind sweat-greased flesh. Blue eyes glittered feverishly, almost desperately. And his mane of black, curling hair had grown unmanageably long, hung in clots about his features, a contrast that only brought out their ghostly pallor more.

The smile still blazed, though, arrogant and defiant, almost hypnotic. Hyrennius would look like that even as he faced a gibbet. “And there is the demon himself!” he called out.

“Lucius,” I replied guardedly. None of this felt real.

He looked up to the dunes behind me, smile broadening. “I see you brought friend Jeddar, too!” he said loudly and raised a hand of greeting.

Jeddar, perched above, replied with a single-fingered gesture.

Lucius cackled. “Ah, I see some things never change.”

“But most things have,” I said sternly. “Lucius, I’m here. You wanted to talk. Tell me what you have to say.”

The grin slipped a little. “I see the Great Quintorius no longer has time for small talk with old friends.”

“It is because of that former friendship that I am here, at all.”

“No,” he replied sharply. “I appreciate the fiction, Aulus, really, it’s nice. But, no, you are here because of her.”

I opened my mouth to retort, but the words caught in my mouth. The flesh of my face warmed at the truth in his words and I scowled at him.

“Yes,” he purred venomously, “no sense denying it. I know, Aulus, truly I do. It’s the bond we share. She gets into everything, like blood, first splashed everywhere, then sticky, and then crusted into cracks, under fingernails. You can’t wash it off. Everywhere you look is her. Everyone you have is her.”

I nodded towards the tent, his companion. “I see you’ve moved on.”

His eyes twitched momentarily that way. “Just another distraction,” he sighed. “And not for long...always, I see her. Certainly, it is the same for you?”

I snorted. “Not at all. I have found love where I can.”

“And lost it,” he sneered, “or so I’ve heard.”

A shock of heat went through my blood and it took work to keep my hand from Nala’s sword. He was a nasty shit. I’d forgotten. Coldly, I replied, “Lucius, I didn’t come here to listen to girlish prattling over heartbreak.”

He flinched, but recovered quickly. “Nevertheless, she is our topic.”

“Go on.”

“It’s like I said in my letter. She is mad. But she is also motivated. She has a plan.”

“Which is?”

His features whitened even further. “Burn everything down.”

“That wasn’t always the plan?” I scoffed.

He shook his head and a glimmer of melancholy entered his eyes. “No, I think we both thought it was just another setback. We’d gotten so close, had it all. We blamed each other for failing.” He winced a little. “I think I accepted my part rather more than she did. But I think for a time she believed we could make another go at it.”

“What changed?”

He glowered at me. “You smashed Perpenna Gnaeus last fall. And then—you insufferably heroic bastard—you actually did it; you actually gave up your Dictatorship and let the New Namorian Order move on without you.” He spat. “You really are despicable, you know that, Aulus? It’s so easy to hate you.”

I offered him a chilly smile. “You have plenty of company, I assure you.”

He chuckled bitterly, but went on. “She thought you’d hang on to power with a death grip. We both did. And that hypocrisy, that contradiction would poison the Order and lead to divisions we could again exploit. But when you gave it up, proved you believed in your own damned ideals, she despaired. She said the Order would not now topple from within.”

“So,” I said leadingly, “she now seeks to topple it from without?”

He hesitated and the feverish shimmer returned to his stare, limned with fear. “Yes...and that is where we finally began to come apart, she and I.” He swallowed once. “You no doubt recall her previous dealings with the Zronds?”

“Oh, no doubt,” I snapped back with anger. It’d been Zronds she’d paid to assassinate her own mother and frame me for the deed. Monstrous humanoids—but not human, not even remotely—from the toxic wastes beyond the World Walls, they delighted in any cruelty, any sadism, any crime they could commit against the civilized. But they reserved their most depraved hatreds for the Zantuil, their ancestral foes. That fact had made Laena’s betrayal all the worse.

To Lucius’ credit, he looked honestly disgusted with himself, his part in it. “She’s gone amongst them again, stirring them up. And this time it’s been really terrifying. They’ve come to regard her with some superstitious reverence, like she’s divine. But they’re not as gullible as the drooling and grunting and hideous, split-faces would make you think. They demanded a demonstration to solidify the pact she wanted from them. They wanted a sacrifice of one of our own.” He blew out a long, sickened breath. “We gave it to them, Aulus, the Gods forgive me. I watched her slit the throat of one of our own followers in front of them.”

I shook my head in disdain. “Truly, you have fallen far, Lucius.”

“You think I don’t know that!” he shrieked. It took him long moments to govern the self-loathing across his face. “But it gets worse,” he went on with forced calm. “The Zronds are cannibals. All sacrifice involves consumption, too.” He cupped his face in a hand, said into his fingers so he wouldn’t have to look at me, “We ate from the sacrifice.”

My flesh crawled and I looked away from him for a moment. “Rauxes’ spittle, man.” I forced myself to meet his gaze once more. “That was the breaking point for you?”

“I wish,” he half-wailed, “but, no.” He paused, swallowed, seemed to gather his wits. “No, that came when I discovered how she had enthralled them so. I’d had my suspicions. She is relentless and persuasive—as you well know—but the suddenness with which the Zrond chieftains fell in with her seemed off. We’d acquired a few new followers last spring, mostly useless, refugees and criminals. But gradually a couple of these drifted into our inner circles.”

The crawling of my skin intensified. I already knew where this was going.

“One of these, Keltus, he called himself, was the one who suggested going to the Zronds. And Laena, in her desperation, was ready to listen.” Lucius’ eyes shimmered. “His persuasiveness—and a few gruesome discoveries I made—confirmed my suspicions. He was of the Ghulan cult, Aulus.”

I let out a long, disgusted sigh and spat to one side. Of course.

The Cult revered the Elder Tyrants who’d ruled our world in times lost two thousand years in the past. Depraved, deranged, and ruthless, the cult had begun spreading their poison anew. They’d rallied behind Vulmarch and his sycophants. They’d infected the domestic affairs of our Order. I thought, maybe, we’d demolished their movement in Zanturia after the Battle of Larion in the fall, a fight that’d culminated in a tower-top melee where we sealed an unholy portal the cultists had attempted to summon their Masters through.

But no, they seemed as hard to wipe out as ever.

“So, it was fear,” I said disdainfully. “That’s what drove you away from her at last.”

He nodded miserably. “Yes. I don’t even recognize her anymore! She’s no longer the woman I loved. She’s forsaken her Gods and ours. I’m not even certain she’s got a soul.”

I grimaced, not so much in sympathy, but in sadness. I had a flick of memory; Laena and I, arm-in-arm, Lucius with us, standing in the sunlight in friendship...an age ago, it seemed. How it had all collapsed!

“So, she sent you to kill me,” I prodded. “And that was your chance out.”

“Yes. I think she suspected me, then. I’m sure she thought I’d fail, but had to try. You, more than any, would know the danger she now represents, allied with the Ghulans.” He shrugged. “I made to go along with it. Rufor and Teng didn’t know the wiser. I was with them the other night.” He offered me a chilly smile. “I watched them fail and didn’t come to their aid.”

“And the Zronds?” I asked.

“She intends to lead them in an invasion from the north,” he replied. “She knows how that will complicate your fight against Namor. It’ll be some time yet. The Zronds do not cooperate naturally and there’s always fighting. Even if she’s successful she knows she can’t win.”

“She doesn’t care.”

“No. Like I said, destruction is the goal; hurting you and the things you care about. And, like the za’bandar she once was, I think she still craves the final cathartic act of glorious death.”

I nodded and sat in Mongrel’s saddle, silent for a long time. Thoughts fluttered about in my mind like leaves stirred in a breeze. They eventually settled, stilled. “One more question, Lucius:  why are you telling me all this?”

He looked hurt. “I don’t want to see the world burn. I’d rather have the Quintorius I hate try to save it than leave it to her.”

“And you don’t want to die,” I added unkindly.

“Not like that, hells no!” He paused, and then took a step towards me. Mongrel’s growl halted him from getting closer. He looked down at the sand. “And...I thought you deserved a warning, one final favor in honor of an old friendship.”

My mouth hung slightly open and a breath escaped. Old pain slivered through my chest, knotted at the bottom of my throat. My heart wrenched inside its ribcage. I hated the ruin we’d all made of each other. I hated myself.

“Where will you go now?”

“I will return to Namoria.”

I furrowed my brows at him. “Lucius, they’ll kill you.”

“You’re wrong. I’ve resumed contact with people back home. They tell me there’s a new rebel movement growing.”

I rolled my eyes. “There’s always a movement.”

“Not like this one; and they need leaders.” Fire flared momentarily in his stare, but dimmed. He shrugged. “It hardly matters. If I’m going to die anyway, Aulus, at least I’ll do it back home.”

I nodded. Yes, he would. “The Gods grant you safe passage, then, Lucius Hyrennius.”

“You won’t impede me?”

“You know I won’t.”

He nodded at me in wonderment. “It really is true. You really haven’t changed, are still the same, insufferably honorable bastard.”

“You haven’t changed, either, Lucius.”

He didn’t quite wince at that. “Well...I’ve said the words I intended to say. There’s nothing more.”

“You should go now. Quickly.”

“Watch out for her, Quintorius. I have prayed to our Gods you can stop her. They know well I could not.”

I nodded without comment, knowing any words might choke on the lump that formed in my throat.

“And...” Hyrennius smiled impishly. “I think you and I will meet again.”

“Goodbye, Lucius,” I said and wheeled Mongrel about. At a nudge the cat carried me off the beach, leaving behind the man I’d once called a friend. I prayed he was wrong. I hoped I’d never see him again.

Because then I’d have to kill him.

***
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IT OCCURRED TO ME THAT there were entirely too many scoundrels in my life.

This fact smacked me in the face as I regarded the newest visitor to my command tent, a week after Hyrennius and I parted ways. The man standing before me was almost comical in his appearance of obvious disrepute. Pantaloons of red bunched above knee-high boots of kidskin, contrasting a vest of bluey silk glimmering with buttons and sewn gold thread at the borders. The shine of these matched the jewel encrusted pommel of the scimitar shoved into his belt and more scintillas flashed gold off rings on every finger of the hand resting upon it. And an obscenely large ruby winked from a brooch perched at the crest of a tightly-wound turban.

But none of this ostentatious display of—likely stolen—wealth screamed trouble more than the man’s half-smile, quirking up one side of a sea-bronzed face and causing a scar across the right cheek to bunch darkly. The expression caused narrow brown eyes to shimmer and I felt like the proverbial wounded fish in shark’s waters.

The man was a Syndric. And Syndric meant pirate.

“You’ve raided Namorian ports before,” I said to him. “You’ve raided them this past season, in fact.”

He shrugged phlegmatically. “Perhaps one of my sea brothers...”

“It was you,” I said. “No one but Kadderyne would be so bold.”

The shimmer in his stare intensified. Like all members of his race, he loved flattery and his smile became full. “We raided ports still held then by your now-defeated Loyalists enemies, Great Quintorius. They were poorly-defended and distracted. What you’d like to do is not quite so simple.”

“It’s just another port.”

“Held by the Republican Navy,” he retorted, “serving as a major Legion depot. And you’re proposing we hit it at night.”

“Since when does a Syndric worry about the dark,” Hedus responded from beside me, “or stabbing someone in the back?”

I hid a wince of annoyance. Jeddar had long-since left and I was glad, could only guess what his level of distaste would be for the scheme I had in mind. But Hedus, who I needed here—for his detailed, quartermaster’s brain, for his support—was proving not to be much better.

The pirate Kadderyne favored him with a darkly-sparkling glance. “Perhaps I just want to make certain that back is fully turned to me.”

“You’re haggling,” I replied over Hedus’ snarl. “You burned Tura and a whole Republican squadron at anchor there last year—and don’t deny it.”

He turned that eel’s smile back on me, considered my words just as implacably. “I’m not saying it’s not possible; I’m saying it’s risky, very risky. And a raid on the scale you propose would require nearly the entirety of my fleet.”

“I estimate it will take twenty ships, crewed by yours, carrying our men,” I said. That would carry a strike force nearly two cohorts sized. “And I know you’ve amassed far more than that.”

Kadderyne crossed his arms slowly and looked me over. While it couldn’t be said all of his nation were pirates, you’d be hard-pressed to name something the Syndrics of the East were better known for. And calling them a nation was perhaps pushing it, as well—better to liken them to a constantly shifting constellation of princedoms.

Of these, Kadderyne rated among the more daring, a constant irritant to Namorian sea trade known for brazen tactics and theatrics. I’d tangled with his ships before—if not him, directly—back in the dark days when the starving remnants of my legions had been reduced to piracy. In fact, it was part of the hard nucleus of those veterans, the old hands who’d battled across tossing sea decks as well as bloody fields that I’d use for this scheme.

But I needed a ride.

“You have your own ships,” the pirate pointed out the obvious.

“Which you know from prowling off our coasts in the fall,” I said with a bit of edge. “And from that you know they’re spread out and hard-pressed to patrol two thirds of the coast of Zanturia.”

“And,” he purred wickedly. “You don’t know that your Senate would grant them to you, anyway.” At my burgeoning protest, he pressed. “I have my informants, too, Quintorius. They whisper of your troubles. In fact, I wonder how they’d regard this scheme of yours.” His dark eyes winked with delight. “Or do they even know of it?”

I chuckled, untroubled by the rumors or his knowledge of them. The Senate leaked gossip like the garbage pail it was. “Your informants have no doubt made you aware that I can pay.” I turned and stepped past Hedus—who kept his hand near his sword handle and his eyes on the pirate—to a chest. I flipped the top open casually, let it bang against the back as golden shimmer spilled out.

Jeweled reflections played across Kadderyne’s suddenly widening eyes. His lips worked, but he didn’t quite lick them. “They made me aware, yes.”

The riches we’d acquired rummaging through the wreckage of Perpenna Gnaeus’ camp after defeating him at Larion last fall. Vulmarch’s murderous pupil had expensive tastes and his need to travel in style—even in the field—had rewarded us well. I picked up a handful of Namorian-minted coins and worked them between my fingers for show before letting them fall, clattering back into the chest.

I noted Hedus tensing involuntarily out of the corner of my eye. He, more than anyone knew how little of those spoils we’d reported taken to the Senate. And just as poignantly, he knew the storm of investigations that would stir, should word of them get out. Radchak and his allies would have their pretense for my arrest.

“Then let’s be done with the preliminaries,” I said sternly to the pirate. “You wouldn’t even be here if you weren’t considering the job and you know I will pay well.”

His smile tightened and eyes narrowed. “You know my price.”

I glanced at Hedus before replying, “I do and we agree.”

“Very good,” he said, lips peeling back to reveal well-cared-for teeth, one of them glinting with gold. “I’ll be paid up front.”

I barked out a laugh and Hedus hissed in disgust. “Does this haggling ever work?” I shook my head. “Pay up front, to a Syndric?”

Kadderyne’s smile slipped almost into a frown. “Well, my clients are often in a more...desperate state of mind.”

“You mean at knifepoint,” Hedus growled and gripped his sword hilt significantly.

“I mean,” the pirate said, glaring fire back at him, “that when people come to us it’s not usually for small things.” He looked back at me and some of the mirth returned to his stare. “And this is no small thing, is it, Quintorius?”

“Yet, you will still be paid only fifteen percent up front.”

He truly scowled now. “You insult me.”

“I insult everyone.”

“That barely covers the rowers’ pay. Really, you can’t be serious. Thirty percent, Quintorius, I insist.”

“I heard your rowers are slaves that you barely feed, let alone pay,” I shot back. A quick look at Hedus got a nod of ascent. We’d already planned this exchange. “All right, twenty.”

Kadderyne’s smile returned slowly, like oil spreading across water. “Very well, twenty, it is.” He extended a bejeweled hand. “You know, it’s always a chilly reception with you Namorians.”

I accepted the hand with a laugh. “I’m not exactly certain that’s even what we are anymore.”

Again, his eyes narrowed. “Quite.” He brightened suddenly, released my grip and clapped his hands together. “All right! Let’s get to the particulars!” He sounded like we’d be discussing the features of a favorite boat.

I led him over to my fold-out table and the maps there. With a finger settled on one of them, I said, “Thola is the target.”

Kadderyne nodded as his eyes went to the city on the map where my fingertip rested. The port city of Thola lay on the other side of the Vengash Mountains, along the main Republic road running parallel to the coastline. While the highway served as the main lifeline back to Namor, herself, it was long and winding. In good weather Thola could receive ships from all over the world, and Gnaeus could supply his armies. The port was his main depot outside Zanturia, the place he mustered forces before bringing them through the narrow Specter’s Fangs Pass, and unthreatened by our attacks—until now.

“It’s not yet spring,” Kadderyne said, “and the town will still be swollen with country folk in from the farms, as well as the legions—at least twenty thousand.”

“It’s a good thing I don’t intend to take it, then, isn’t it?”

“You want to burn the docks.”

“And as many of the ships there as possible.” I looked up at him. “And as much of the town as we can get away with.”

“Not exactly profitable work,” the pirate sniffed.

“Shock is the profit,” I replied. “Panic is the profit.”

He shrugged. “They’ll rebuild the docks and replace the ships.”

“And that will cost money, a fortune, in fact.” I grinned hungrily. “But more than any of that, Perpenna Gnaues will have to explain to the Senate—and its Dictator—how he’s so lost control of the situation in Zanturia that Quintorius is now striking directly into Namorian territory.”

“But why prod the beast? Word is you’ve got him backed into that corner of the Peninsula. Why not leave him for now? If you provoke him, imperil him, he’ll only feel compelled to attack that much sooner.”

I grinned, and even Hedus joined me. “Exactly.”

Kadderyne opened his mouth, as though to guess at more of our scheme, but stopped, seemed to decide the less he knew the better. Again, he regarded the map. “This is no small thing, you understand. There’s a Republic watchtower at the Cape of Hoon, which we’d have to pass around, if we struck from the west. That’s to say nothing of patrol squadrons. The Republican Navy keeps at least one constantly off the coast.”

“So, I suppose we’ll have to go at night.”

He glowered at me. “Now that is truly no small thing, Quintorius. Winter is not completely gone. The weather’s not yet ideal. And you’re talking about coordinating at least two dozen galleys, weighted down with men, and in shallow waters.”

“My forces and I seized the Watchtower at Galla under the same conditions, a couple years back. Are you saying the Syndrics aren’t up to what worn-down former-Namorian legionnaires accomplished?”

He smiled tightly, more like a clenching of teeth. “That was a much smaller operation—nicely done, but small. I’m sorry, but if these are the consideration, the risk, I’m going to have to demand more.” He looked back and forth between me and Hedus. “A galley or five grounding on a sandbar in the dark is all but a certainty. You may not be worried about your men, Quintorius, but it takes hard capital to purchase ships and time to train crews!” He paused. “I’m going to want twenty-five percent.”

I rolled my eyes. “Of course, you do.” With a glance at Hedus—who didn’t quite hide his smirk, knowing this part of the negotiation would come—I sighed and said, “So five percent more guarantees your courage?”

The rictus pinching his features relaxed almost back to its original, oily smile. “It would go a long way, yes.”

I grunted in forced disgust. “Very well, you’ll have it.”

“Excellent!” Kadderyne brightened again.

“But let me make one thing clear, pirate,” I growled with real menace, “I always worry about my men—all of them.”

The Syndric’s swarthy complexion actually paled at my tone and Hedus didn’t bother to hide a smile of satisfaction. 

“All right,” I chirped, moving on quickly to keep the pirate off-balance, “So we’ll move in fast from the west, under cover of darkness?”

Kadderyne blinked once, seemed to focus. He stepped up to the map and set a finger on it, tapped gently at the Cape of Hoon, a rocky finger jutting out into the Mid Sea west of Thola, which occupied a broad but shallow curve of inlet. “There are shallows off the Cape here. In the dark, if we founder there, all will come to ruin before you ever near the port.” He slid the finger out to sea. “It’s not on your map, but there’s an atoll here—really, it barely merits the label, but it’s more than a sandbar.” He looked at me and his eyes shined with the seriousness of the mariner he was, considering a dangerous course. “We will rendezvous the fleet there, after midnight. It’s far enough out that sound’s unlikely to carry to shore, and with darkness we might avoid a sighting.”

“Might?” I prodded.

He glowered at me. “Quintorius, there isn’t enough gold you can offer me to promise certainties. This can be done. I know it. But...” he whistled softly “...maneuvering in the dark, on a winter sea—it’s a tricky thing. And then carry out an attack.”

“But it can be done.”

He nodded. “It’ll be a gamble with the weather. If your Gods owe you any favors, you might want to call them in.” He chortled. “I know I’ll be slaughtering a whole corral of bulls to Byrn” the Syndric Sea God “and still not be certain He’s placated.”

“I’m not giving you another coin, Kadderyne.

He held up his hands, palms out in supplication. “I didn’t say anything—just noting that the margins for business with Quintorius are thin.”

“I’m sure,” I drawled without sympathy.

The pirate drew a route strait back into the bay of Thola with his fingertip. “Once assembled, we row straight north into the inlet. The docks are in the middle with merchant craft mostly at the berths to the east.”

I nodded. “We’ll go in with two waves. Most of the force goes with the first.” I looked up at him. “You can split off to either side, get my men to the beaches, and then have them sweep in from both directions.” That would allow them to fire the town on their way to the docks.

“Of course,” Kadderyne replied. “I was going to suggest it. The Republic captains will realize what’s happening, though. The ones not caught on the shore will make sail with their vessels, try to break free.” He grinned. “That’s what the second wave is for?”

I grinned back. “We’ll be waiting for them.” The grin went cold. “I want your assurances that your captains will wait to recover as many of my men as practical. There’ll be a lot of confusion with the fighting and fires, but I don’t want to hear stories of galleys turning tail. I’ll hold you responsible, Kadderyne.”

His answering smile went equally chilly. “Your legions do not hold the monopoly on courage, Quintorius. My captains and crews will be steady.”

I glanced at Hedus, who’d offered me a tiny nod. “Excellent,” I said and extended my hand again. “How soon?”

He accepted my handshake. “A few weeks to muster the ships—I will send word. I’ll need to consult the stars, make the offerings. When we do move, we’ll do so quickly. Sailors gossip and I fear word of something big will spread quickly if we don’t.”

“I have similar problems.”

Kadderyne released my hand and folded his arms as he regarded me intensely. “You know, there are a lot of stories about you. But you are exactly as I expected.”

I arched my eyebrows. “That’s...not something I hear often.”

“It’s fascinating. Among men of my...profession stories are embellished to the point of absurd. It’s expected that pirates lie about themselves. The bigger the lie, the better—you’d not believe what they say about me.”
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