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This one is for Tom Clancy, who is best known for his Jack Ryan series and Red Storm Rising. One of the things that makes Clancy such an enjoyable storyteller is his understanding of leadership. The greatest army in the world can be made ineffective through poor leadership, and Clancy understood how leaders are made. 

And as always, this novel is also for anyone who loves stories of ancient Rome and enjoys wondering how those legions would have fared against the great threats of fantasy literature. With your shield or on it, Marcus!




Isolated from the rest of the legion, Capitán and Black Vigil Severus Lupus found himself forced to take on roles he had never desired—diplomat and master strategist.



Seneca Liberus
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Chapter One: A Sign of Good Discipline
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Fort Seneca, Morganita

“Halt! Who goes there?”

Capitán Severus Lupus had been on the road for weeks in no small part because of the unseasonably early monster storm that had left the land covered in snow and ice. He was chilled to the bone and fouler tempered than usual. Most of his career as a legionnaire had been spent in hot, rainy, climates like the jungles of Ekángá and the Fire Islands. It never snowed in those lands, but here in the north, snow normally settled in for three or four months and this year had started very early. It had wrecked harvests and endangered the whole southern portion of the Jeweled Cities. Severus had once thought that he hated the sticky heat of the southern jungles, but now he knew the truth. It was cold that was his enemy. The damp heat of the jungle would be as welcome as an old friend after this.

“I’m Capitán Severus Lupus,” he grumbled even though he was actually pleased that the sentry had challenged his right to enter Fort Seneca. He and the Gente magas and Gota warriors who accompanied them were all bundled up against the wind and cold and this Qing legionnaire was not someone the black-vigil-turned-capitán was familiar with. To him, they were just a bunch of strangers—numerous enough to cause a little trouble if they wanted to.

“Capitán Severus,” the Qing repeated with his heavily accented voice. “I have heard of you.”

“That’s good,” Severus told him. “Now send someone to get Teniente Atticus out here so he can identify us and everyone can find out what’s going on.”

The Qing were always hard to read—especially when, like Severus, they were bundled up against the cold—but the man obeyed quickly enough, sending one of the other legionnaires running deeper into the fort.

“They are making us wait here?” Maga Adelina asked from the horse beside Severus’.

The legionnaire glanced over at her. Adelina, like all magas, wasn’t affected by the low temperatures, but the wind and the long days on horseback had soured her never particularly good mood. It took power her exhausted body did not want to spend to shield herself against the wind, so she had been even more irritable than usual since they had determined they could not go to Centinela as originally planned.

“This is a sign of good discipline,” he reminded her. “Now we will see how quickly Atticus can respond.”

They didn’t have to wait long. Within a very few minutes, Teniente Atticus came running to the front gate. “Black Vigil Severus, welcome back to Fort Seneca.”

Atticus had held the rank of red vigil in the Aquilan legions before Prefect Marcus Venandus had recruited him to help build a new army here in the Jeweled Hills. Severus detected a strange mixture of relief and apprehension in the man over his arrival. Relief because Severus had been a trusted superior officer and apprehension because no officer worthy of the rank truly liked giving up command.

As Atticus pressed his clenched fist to his heart in the traditional Aquilan salute, Severus gritted his teeth and got off of his horse. He didn’t hate horseback riding quite as much as he had a year ago, but he still wasn’t fond of it, and it felt good to get both feet on the ground again—even snow-covered slippery terrain like this.

“Atticus,” he greeted the younger man. “We were strolling through the neighborhood and I thought we’d stop in.”

It took Atticus a moment before he realized that Severus had just made a joke. “That’s very funny, black vigil.”

“We have a lot to talk about,” Severus told him. “But I want to do it where we can be warded.”

Atticus glanced at the women riding with Severus and his eyes widened. Very few magas had been with the legion when it had conquered Centinela and marched into Morganita three-quarters of a year ago, but he was no fool and realized immediately who the women must be. “We will meet in the praetorium,” he decided while gesturing for Severus to walk with him. 

As they began to move forward, Atticus started talking about the changes that had been made since the main legion had left. “As you can see, we are using a double-wall now to protect the fort and the inner wall has a wooden palisade bolstering it.”

“There isn’t a very long distance between the two walls,” Severus pointed out.

“That’s true, black vigil,” Atticus admitted. “I made the decision to put only thirty yards between the two walls when I failed to recruit any Gente archers to join my legion phalanx. The Gente all want to serve under Don Fermín or one of the other Gente lords. No one wants to serve under foreigners. The Gente have become even more hostile to foreigners since you left.”

“So, what are you using for ranged attacks?” Severus pressed.

“It’s a local version of the pilum,” Atticus explained. “It’s four feet long and fairly deadly. The only real problem with it is that the enemy can pick it up and throw it back again.”

“The men can throw it effectively?”

“We haven’t had the chance to use it in combat yet, but we have regular competitions—both individual and by mano. If we are attacked in this fort, I think the weapon will prove quite effective.”

“What about out in the field?” Severus wanted to know.

“That will depend upon a lot of factors,” Atticus hedged. “In the field, we are only planning for the shield banders to use the pilum, but their use will depend upon whether or not the enemy has archers actively engaging us. If not—or if we have magos to protect the men from arrows—I think that the enemy front lines, be they infantry or cavalry—are going to get hurt.”

“It sounds good,” Severus conceded and Atticus’ chest swelled with pride. “I look forward to seeing you demonstrate it.”

They were deep into the fort now and hundreds of the legionnaires had run through the snow to form sharp, perfectly straight rows to either side of the road. As Severus approached them, they saluted.

Severus didn’t appear to notice. He strode down the center of the rows still talking to Atticus. “How many recruits do you have now?”

“Two thousand, black vigil.”

Severus stopped. “That’s a much more impressive number than I had expected.”

“The Qing are extremely unpopular in Morganita right now. There have been a lot of crimes against them—stonings, lynchings, and other types of murder. As a result, thousands have come to us for protection. I wanted to turn them away, but that would mean losing the men as well, so I greatly expanded the rear of the fort and turned it into a small town.” He shrugged. “It adds to the defensive burden, but it actually provides a workforce which has helped with arming and armoring the men—not to mention feeding and clothing them.”

“Hmmm,” Severus considered the problem. “We’ll take a look. This isn’t the only place that the legion has been forced to take on responsibility for a town. How have the Gente in the city responded?”

“That is complicated,” Atticus told him. “Perhaps we should wait for my analysis until we are indoors and protected by wards.”

Severus nodded and walked silently beside Atticus until they came to the end of the rows of Qing legionnaires. Even while talking to his teniente, he had never stopped examining the men, looking for signs of trouble.

He didn’t find any.

He turned to face the legionnaires, his voice booming, even as he chose words that were more like Marcus’ than his own. “Well done! You have made a good first impression. Tomorrow, we will see if you can maintain it when I watch you perform your drills.”

He very carefully saluted the men and watched with satisfaction as the hundreds of gathered legionnaires saluted him in return.

As he turned back to Atticus, the world exploded into chaos.
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Chapter Two: That Plan Failed
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Topacio, Topacio

“You’re going to fucking get us all killed!” Lord Gogoric snapped.

Thegn Alaric of Topacio turned to consider his half-brother and wondered for the thousandth time if it wouldn’t have just been easier to kill the man when he first took the throne. Both men were Gota—members of the ruling race that dominated the Jeweled Cities despite only making up some ten percent of the population. Two hundred years ago, their ancestors had been wild horsemen invited into the cities as mercenaries who had taken one look at their soft Gente patrons and decided they would much rather conquer the rich lands. Despite the best efforts of their despised Gente subjects to civilize them, the Gota maintained many of their old ways including polygamous marriage customs and a resistance to primogeniture. The inevitable result was fractious succession disputes that often resulted in the wholesale slaughter of the winner’s siblings. Alaric had avoided that outcome, but there were times he regretted his restraint. Gogoric seemed to live to be a thorn in his side and the only thing that had kept him from becoming a serious problem was how unpopular he constantly made himself with the other lords of Topacio.

“How am I getting us killed?” Alaric checked him.

“By getting us into this fucking fight with Diamonte!” Gogoric shouted, spraying spittle from his mouth, into his long red beard, and onto his silk shirt.

“It’s the alliance with Amatista that we’re really concerned about,” Lord Chlothar explained. He was not closely related to Alaric and in the past had generally supported the thegn’s policies. Having him come to argue for a new course was far more troubling than Gogoric doing the same.

“It’s been a fucking disaster from start to finish,” the third man confronting Alaric added. Ildefons was the eldest son of the half-brother of Alaric who died the preceding year at the hands of savages on the Sea of Grass. He was young and rash but not, Alaric judged, unsalvageable as Gogoric was.

“We should never have had anything to do with that fucking fool, Beremund,” Gogoric added, proving to Alaric how poor his judgement was.

“Wait a moment,” Alaric ordered. “Gogoric, you and Chlothar both supported joining the Silk Association, as did Ildefons’ father.”

“That was before Amatista decided to go to war with Diamonte,” Gogoric protested and Ildefons gave a dramatic nod to show he agreed with his uncle’s statement.

Alaric forced himself to smile and hoped that the expression looked natural. “So, you think Amatista invaded Diamonte? My, you have a short memory, don’t you, Gogoric.”

“I concede that they didn’t start the war,” Chlothar cut in with a far more reasonable sounding voice than Gogoric did. “But really, Thegn Alaric, you must admit that no one sane wants to get into a war with Diamonte.”

The thegn kept the easy smile on his face as he leaned back in his throne. “So, you’re saying the three of you are crazy? If that’s the case, why am I even talking to you?”

“We’re not crazy, Alaric,” Gogoric snarled. “We aren’t the ones who decided to fight a war with the biggest city in the south.”

“Now, that’s simply not true,” Alaric reminded them. “All three of you thought we could stop Diamonte when we enticed Opalo and Granate into our alliance. Ildefons even boasted that we were going to invade Diamonte and take a lot of territory from them.”

The young man squirmed uncomfortably as he recalled that he had been one of the most vigorous advocates for war.

“And you were right, Ildefons,” Alaric told him with nice-sounding words that goaded the man for his about-face. “The legion went up the pass and kicked Diamonte out of much of its territory.”

“We don’t really know that that is true,” Gogoric grumbled.

“Don’t we?” Alaric pressed. “While it’s true our scryers can’t see all the way into Diamonte, they have been able to listen in on hundreds of conversations in which Diamonte’s warriors are worried about just that.”

“But it doesn’t really help us if the legion is chewing up Diamonte’s territory, we have to deal with the army that is already here,” Chlothar argued. 

“Of course, it helps us,” Alaric pushed back. “Why do you think Diamonte is so desperate to get Totila and Centinela on their side?”

Gogoric tried to bring the conversation back to an area he thought would better promote his current view. “We’re getting side-tracked here. We should have never gone to war with Diamonte.”

“But you supported the war,” Alaric protested.

“That’s when we thought that Granate and Opalo would be fighting Diamonte too.”

“Our scryers tell us that those same Diamonte warriors who think that the legion is hurting them so badly in their own territory, also believe that Opalo is now fully engaged and fighting our common foe.”

“Only because Diamonte invaded them,” Ildefons objected.

“What difference does that make?” the thegn wanted to know. “They are fighting Diamonte.”

“But they’re untrustworthy!” Ildefons protested.

“Why?” Alaric demanded. “Because they got scared and tried to change their minds about aiding us?”

“Exactly!” Ildefons seized on the thegn’s words. “They are untrustworthy.”

Alaric laughed while Chlothar failed to suppress a smile, making Gogoric frown even more fiercely.

“What?” Ildefons asked as he looked back and forth between the three men.

“Thegn Alaric is pointing out that what Opalo did—getting cold feet and trying to back out of this mess—is exactly what we’re trying to do.”

“That’s right,” Alaric complimented him. “And I agree that it is a mess. It’s just a better mess than we would have been in if we had broken faith with Amatista. What none of you want to accept is that Diamonte was coming for us whether we sided with Amatista or not. Our best chance was to join our strength to Amatista and try to hold them off before they reached our territory.”

“And that plan failed,” Gogoric reminded everyone.

Alaric didn’t agree with that assessment. “Not really.”

“What do you mean by not really?” Gogoric snapped. “Amatista fell and Diamonte took the silk trade and is now coming for us to punish us for fighting against them.”

“There is a lot wrong with that statement,” Alaric pointed out. “As I said before, Diamonte was always coming for us whether we helped Amatista or not.”

“We don’t really know that,” Chlothar argued. 

“Come now, old friend,” Alaric lightly chastised him. “Do you deny that Diamonte has been maneuvering for generations to become high thegn of at least the southern Jeweled Cities? After all, they’ve taken Azurita, Hessonita, and Malaquita. Our analysis has always been that they planned to take at least Amatista and Topacio this year, and if Morganita and Granate were hurt badly enough in the fighting, that they would keep going and try to conquer them. And given the chaos in Peridota, it’s easy to imagine Thegn Clovis of Diamonte thinking he could conquer it as well.”

“That analysis,” Chlothar reminded the four men, “was developed before we knew that Morganita, Granate, and Peridota were secretly allied with Diamonte.”

“That’s true,” Alaric conceded. “Are you arguing that you think those alliances meant that Clovis didn’t want to consume them after defeating us and Amatista?”

“Yes!” Ildefons interjected himself. “Diamonte would hold to its alliances. After all, they started all of this just to get their stolen silk trade back.”

“And ownership of that same silk trade,” Alaric reminded them, “is one of the reasons you all supported the alliance with Amatista. Even with the knowledge that control of the silk trade was the excuse Diamonte was using to start this war each of you took advantage of the opportunity last fall to buy shares of the Association for yourselves.”

“And where did that get us?” Gogeric grumbled. “The silk trade is gone and we never made a sceatta from it.”

Alaric kept himself from smiling, knowing that there truly was no reason to hide the secret behind the lost silk trade any longer. “Why would you say that?” 

Gogoric scowled. “Say what?”

“That the silk trade is gone and you won’t make any money off of it?” Alaric clarified.

“That’s fucking obvious!” Ildefons exclaimed. “Diamonte recaptured the silk trade when they conquered Amatista.”

“No, they didn’t,” Alaric contradicted him.

“Wait a moment,” Chlothar said. “What do you mean that Diamonte didn’t get the silk trade. They conquered Amatista.”

“And found that the silk trade was already gone,” Alaric informed them before asking, “Don’t any of you have magos scrying the enemy for information?”

In point of fact, he knew they did not, but it was a way of driving home how little they truly knew about the larger war.

“If the silk wasn’t in Amatista,” Gogoric demanded, “where is it?” 

“I’m not going to tell you that,” Alaric answered. “What I am going to tell you is that not all of the silk that went south across the Sea of Grass this year belonged to Prefect Marcus. A sizeable proportion belonged to the Association. And while we’re using most of the proceeds to fund the war—”

“You mean we’re not going to make any money?” Ildefons cut in.

Chlothar wheeled on him, poking the younger man in the chest. “Don’t think like a merchant! Of course, he’s going to use the profits to save Topacio first. It’s in the agreement we all signed when we bought our shares.”

He turned back to Alaric. “That is very good news, my Thegn. May I ask how you managed it?”

Alaric looked over each of the three men. Gogoric and Ildefons remained red-faced with anger, but Chlothar was much smarter than the two of them. He needed to say something now that convinced the lord that Alaric and Beremund really did know what they were doing.

“Beremund and I always expected Amatista to fall,” he confided. “The key to our ultimate victory was for it to hold out long enough that Diamonte would not be able to lay siege to Topacio until spring.”

“You knew Amatista would fall?” Gogoric shouted. “That’s fucking crazy!” 

Alaric ignored his half-brother and continued speaking directly to Chlothar. “We spent the winter moving the silk trade and all of the remaining warehouses full of silk that Prefect Marcus’ half-brother had accumulated into Topacio where it could continue to bring in the revenue we need to fund this war.”

“You mean it’s right here in the city?” Ildefons interrupted.

Alaric ignored the question just as he had paid no attention to Gogoric’s. “In addition to buying Topacio time to strengthen its defenses, the whole point of our defense of Amatista was to bleed out the army of Diamonte. And that we did better than I ever thought possible. Think about how many thousands of warriors our enemies lost fighting through the passes into Amatista and then trying to capture Beremund’s city. We whittled them down at every opportunity, and because we did so, Topacio is going to face a much smaller army than we would have. And that doesn’t take into account the many thousands more that the legion killed.”

“My Thegn,” Chlothar said, “I conceded that all of that is true, and I will need to take some time to consider all the implications. But does anything you say change our situation now? We are still going to face Diamonte alone next year.”

‘Not alone,” Alaric corrected him. “Opalo is still in the fight, and as far as we can tell, Marcus’ legion really has taken a lot of territory from them. Clovis is not going to be able to reinforce the army we will be fighting until he deals with Opalo and recaptures his own territory. That means that all that we have to face is that remnant of Diamonte’s army at Centinela.”

“That remnant plus Lord Totila’s thousands of warriors,” Ildefons interjected.

At the same time, Gogoric said, “That little remnant you mentioned is still larger than our own army.”

“So what?” Alaric challenged both men. “A lot can happen over the winter which could further unsettle Diamonte. And even if it doesn’t, they have to lay siege to us and when they do, they are going to have to face not only our own magos in House Ciencia, but Amatista’s famous Maga Ximena who caused Diamonte so much harm in Amatista.”

“I don’t believe those stories,” Gogoric complained.

“I do,” Alaric insisted. “After all, I witnessed it happening. Maga Ximena and her House brought an amazing array of wind, fire, and earth magics to our defense. If we weren’t fucking betrayed by a faithless Gota lord, Amatista would still be standing despite Diamonte’s best efforts.”

“That may be true,” Chlothar admitted, drawing angry glares from Gogoric and Ildefons. “I’m not completely convinced that we can still win this war, but out of my respect for you, I’ll think about what you’ve said.”

“And while you’re thinking,” Alaric suggested, “why don’t you consider ways we can hurt Diamonte when they finally come against us. I’m sure that before the winter is over, we’ll have come up with even more ways to kill the bastards.”

[image: ]

On the way out of the thegn’s palace, Lord Gogoric caught up with the young and impressionable Lord Ildefons. “If I might have a moment of your time, nephew?”

“I can’t believe Lord Chlothar fucking abandoned us like that,” Ildefons complained.

“Chlothar is too weak to be counted upon,” Gogoric explained. “He knows we’re right, but he’s too afraid of Alaric to properly worry about fucking Diamonte.”

“But we’re not afraid, are we?” Ildefons attested.

“No, we’re not,” Gogoric agreed. “And if you have some more time, I think you and I should drink a beer and figure out what we’re going to do to save our city from my half-brother.”
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Chapter Three: This Is Not My Prank
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Fort Seneca, Morganita

Snow erupted from the blanket of white covering the ground as the winds within Fort Seneca whipped up with sudden fury, slapping against Severus, the magas, and the legionnaires. The snow swirled about in miniature whirlwinds—not the violent tornado that the magas of Morganita had used against this fort earlier in the year, but still-forceful explosions of force with the power to push men about and sew chaos.

Everyone, including the magas who had accompanied Severus on his journey from Diamonte, scattered, trying to evade the chilling winds—everyone except Maga Fidelia whose body hosted both the young woman who was the sister of the senior mago of the legion and an intelligent spirit of awesome power that the Estudioso family called the North Wind. Fidelia stood with her hands on her hips, hair whipping madly about her, laughing her head off.

Severus took a quick account of the rest of the fort within sight. The wind had succeeded in disrupting the tidy rows of the legionnaires, but other than a few broken bones, it didn’t appear to be doing any real damage to anyone.

He crawled over to Fidelia who continued looking about her with unbridled joy. “Are you doing this?” he demanded. 

The woman stopped laughing. “No, this is not my prank. But it is a good one, isn’t it? See how the little humans fly?”

Severus forced himself to keep a low and steady voice as if he were talking to a child. “Many of those men you are laughing at are being hurt.” 

“Hurt?” The word appeared to confuse the woman with the strange spirit inside of her. “Oh, yes, your flesh shells are quite frail, aren’t they?”

One of the whirlwinds bore down upon them but the winds seem to stop for the brief period it took for the funnel to fly over Severus and Fidelia.

“I notice that the winds are not bothering you,” Severus commented. 

“Winds never trouble me,” Fidelia attested. “I like them.”

“I understand,” Severus lied. “But these are not natural winds, are they?”

“No,” the woman agreed. “They are a great prank.”

As the strange woman spoke, Severus’ top maga, Adelina Estudioso, crawled up beside him.

He ignored her, keeping all of his attention on the woman with the North Wind inside of her, controlling her actions. “Can you tell who is playing the prank?”

“Hmmm,” Fidelia considered the question. “Yes, the prankster is on top of one of the structures behind the wall of the city over there.”

“How did you—” Adelina started to ask.

Severus cut her off. “Could you lead us to the building?” 

“Oh, yes,” Fidelia assured him.

“Even after the windstorm ends?”

Again, the maga insisted that she could.

“Why don’t you just ask her to stop the winds?” Adelina intruded.

“No!” Severus snapped even as Fidelia agreed. “Okay.”

The winds abruptly terminated, and Severus angrily turned on Maga Adelina. “You need to learn when to keep your mouth shut!”

Anger was always ready to consume the maga. “But those winds were—”

Severus didn’t let her finish the thought. “You just gave the enemy precious information for no real gain. We aren’t ready to move against them in the city yet. We don’t even know if we can get into the city. And you just told them we have an incredibly powerful master of the winds in our fort.”

“But—”

“There is no but,” Severus insisted. “Those winds were only dangerous when they first started. We could have weathered them.”

“You are afraid that the jokers might prank you again?” Fidelia asked. “I will take care of that.”

“No! Don’t!” Severus ordered, but the maga controlled by the North Wind didn’t listen to him.

“This is fun,” she announced. “I enjoy pranking people.”

Severus glared at Adelina for several more seconds, then got to his feet and stormed off.
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Mago Stephano Cometa groaned in agony as he tried to sit up on the roof of his house in Morganita. Most of the pain he was feeling came from his right elbow, and it was sharp enough that he feared that the bone had chipped or broken. But he was the acting head of the new major house of magos in Morganita. A year ago, Cometa had been of no great import to anyone, but after the legionnaires had defeated Maga Adora and her Great Circle, killing almost all of them, Cometa was suddenly a magical house without serious competitors. So, Stephano forced himself to sit up, hoping for the teeth-grinding pain to ease a little, and asked, “Is everyone all right?”

“I don’t think so, Stephano,” the mago’s cousin, Freida, said. “Maria was blown right off the roof after you lost control of our spell.”

“I did not lose control of our spell,” Stephano protested even as he got up to peer down the side of the building to see if Freida’s sister was still alive. “Something powerful disrupted it—something more powerful than I have ever encountered before—”

He broke off when he saw the obvious corpse of the woman sprawled in the street below.

This was bad. Maria hadn’t been very powerful, but she was still necessary if he were to form another circle. How was he going to get another—

“Madre Tierra,” Freida whispered as she stepped up beside him. “She is dead!” 

Without another word, she ran to make her way down to the street and her dead sibling. 

Mago Jaime, the only other male in their circle, groaned unhappily. “You really messed up this time, Stephano.”

“Me?” the mago protested. “It was the legionnaires who did this!”

“You said that there were no magos with the legion at Fort Seneca,” Maga Teresa accused before she ran off the roof to follow Freida down to Maria’s corpse. 

“But there weren’t any—were there?” Stephano clumsily countered.

“I’m getting out of here,” Jaime announced. “The legion is probably coming here right now to arrest and execute the rest of us. I knew we shouldn’t have kept trying to hurt them. I mean, week after week we’ve tried to raise the wind against them with almost no success and now, we finally succeed in making them notice us and Maria is dead.”

He left Stephano standing by himself on the roof wondering what he was supposed to do now.
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Chapter Four: At Least as Big as a Mess
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Fort Seneca, Morganita 

“So, is Don Fermín still our friend, or not?” Severus tried to cut through the confusion of Atticus’ muddled briefing.”

He was sitting in a small room with Teniente Atticus and Maga Adelina, with a second maga warding the conversation against scrying. 

“I think he personally wants to maintain the alliance he formed with Prefect Marcus,” Atticus explained. “But many of his supporters do not like us. Like most Gente, they seem to hate all foreigners now.”

“That sounds a lot like Sacerdote Pío,” Severus remembered.

“The sacerdote is still a problem,” Atticus continued. “He fled the city when we defeated the Victor family’s attempt to destroy us, and I cannot say with certainty where he is now. But his message of hatred toward all foreigners has gained traction with a lot of Gente—maybe the majority of them.”

“All Gente hate foreigners,” Maga Adelina contributed. “It’s just talk.”

“Not anymore, it isn’t,” Atticus said. “The sacerdote has encouraged his followers to kill anyone who is not Gente in Morganita—man, woman, and child. That’s why we have so many Qing families living in the town we built next to Fort Seneca.”

Adelina gaped at him in horror. “You mean they’re really doing it?”

Severus wondered why she had not already understood this. He had given the magas a full briefing on the legion’s experience in Morganita during their long ride here. But rather than pursue this tangent, he asked, “Does Fermín get along with Pío?”

“No,” Atticus emphatically rejected that idea. “Pío considers Don Fermín to be a traitor to the Gente people. But he doesn’t really like the two men claiming to be regente either. In my opinion, Pío wants to be in charge.”

“But he’s a sacerdote!” Adelina exclaimed. “He’s devoted to Madre Tierra who loves peace.”

“If you kill absolutely everyone living in a territory,” Severus noted, “the land becomes remarkably peaceful.”

He turned back to Atticus. “Now, what’s this about two regentes?”

Atticus took a deep breath, clearly trying to organize his thoughts to explain something that had become commonplace to him. “Do you recall that Prefect Marcus asked Don Fermín not to declare himself regente so that he could have a better chance to unite the Gente people?”

“Yes,” Severus agreed. 

“Well, two of his rivals were not so reticent. Don Ricardo and Don Henrico both claim to be regente—ruler of all Morganita.”

“And do they have the strength to pursue their claims?” Severus asked. 

Atticus considered the question for a few moments. “Right now, there is a sort of stalemate in Morganita. Don Fermín controls the city and the surrounding territory partly because of his alliance with us. Don Henrico is in the west. Don Ricardo is in the east near the Moros Mortales.”

“Remind me what that is again,” Severus prompted him. 

“They are very dangerous moors,” Maga Adelina interjected.

“What does that mean—very dangerous?” Severus asked. 

“It means they are very boggy most of the year,” Atticus explained. 

Severus nodded before slightly changing the subject. “Do we have any idea what happened to Thegn Chilperic?”

“We don’t think he’s dead,” Atticus informed him. “But we also don’t have any idea where he is. The west and the east are pretty much closed to us. He really could be either place or outside of Morganita altogether.”

“So, Morganita is at least as big of a mess as it was when we marched back to Amatista,” Severus concluded. 

“I would venture to say that it is an even bigger muddle than then,” Atticus disagreed. “The two new regentes are a major problem for Fermín.”

“And do we care about Fermín?” Severus asked. “I know Marcus and he are friends, but do we actually owe him anything? What’s to stop us from just leaving and taking your two thousand legionnaires to war?”

Atticus frowned, clearly not liking that idea. “If we abandon Fort Seneca, we are also abandoning the thousands of Qing civilians who are depending on us for protection.”

Severus joined him in frowning. “And they are relatives of many of our legionnaires. If we leave, we have to be certain that Fermín not only will protect them, but is strong enough to do so.”

“That’s the way I see it, black vigil,” Atticus agreed.

Severus stood up. “Alright, tomorrow morning, I will go and see Don Fermín. Tomorrow afternoon, I will observe the legionnaires going through training exercises. No, reverse that. I want to know how well your legionnaires wield their pilum. I need to know if I need some of Fermín’s Gente archers with us when we march back to war.”

“I don’t think we will be able to arrange a meeting with Don Fermín on such short notice,” Adelina worried. “He is a very important man now.”

“Then don’t try to arrange it,” Severus said. “I’ll just show up. He can change his schedule to make time for me.”

“That is a truly bad idea,” Adelina warned him.

Severus ignored her and walked out of the room. 
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Chapter Five: What Information?
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Morganita, Morganita

“You are so stubborn,” Adelina complained again, making Severus wonder if anything could shut the woman up. She was his ranking maga. He did not want to chastise her—especially in public. But her never ending arguing had diminished his already short temper to the breaking point. 

“You have made your views known,” he said in a low voice. “Now, unless you wish to be embarrassed in front of Atta and his warriors and the Qing legionnaires, remember your rank and stop questioning a decision that has already been made.”

Severus hadn’t turned to look at the maga but he knew her well enough after traveling hundreds of miles with her to know that she was glaring at him. 

“You are a fool who knows nothing about—” 

She broke off when he turned to show her his own glare—a glare that had slapped legionnaires into line for twenty years. 

“I’m just—”

He raised one finger and she finally conceded.

He turned back, not taking a moment to gloat. He wanted all of the nonsense behind him. The morning had started out so well, watching Atticus put his legionnaires through their paces. They were certainly green, but in many ways, they were much more like the legions of Aquila then the hybrid structure that Marcus had built. These little Qing were tough and disciplined, and he was willing to bet they were better than any army Morganita could raise against them.

Man-to-man they were also probably better than Diamonte’s armies. The problem with Diamonte was that there were so many of their damn soldiers it was hard to judge how a conflict would end. 

They rode through the main gates of the city without issue—something that frankly surprised Severus. If this were an Aquilan city and an allied commander came visiting, he would have been given an escort. Considering what Atticus had told him of the growing hatred of the local Gente for foreigners, not providing one was an invitation to trouble. That was why Severus had brought his twenty Gota warriors and twenty legionnaires with him. If matters went bad, they were enough to cause Fermín and his men plenty of trouble.

They rode through the streets to the Citadel attracting plenty of curses and angry shouts as they traveled, but no direct violence. Finally, an hour after they left Fort Seneca, Severus was off of his horse and waiting impatiently for Don Fermín to come meet with him.

He got two fancily dressed Gente dons instead. He remembered one from earlier in the year who had always been at Fermín’s elbow. The other was a stranger to him.

“Capitán Severus,” the first don, Don Eladio, greeted him without a smile or any warmth in his voice. “We did not know that you have returned to Morganita. You should have reached out to let Don Fermín know you were coming here.”

“I got in yesterday,” Severus gruffly said. Neither man had offered to shake his hand and so he did not extend his own. “It was just before the magical assault on the fort from this city.”

The accusation clearly surprised both men. “I know of no attack,” the second man said without introducing himself. 

“Neither do I,” Don Eladio proclaimed.

“I will discuss it with Don Fermín,” Severus told them. “Is he on his way?”

“You will discuss it with us,” the man Severus didn’t know insisted.

“If you address me one more time without introducing yourself,” Severus told him, “I will cease to be diplomatic.”

The man opened his mouth to retort, but Adelina cut him off. “He means it. I know you are thinking, what do I care about this foreigner, but you are forgetting that he commands two thousand allies of Don Fermín. Now, are you going to remember the manners your mother taught you as a young man or are you going to create a ridiculous problem between you and the legionnaires whose alliance with you freed Morganita of Thegn Chilperic.”

The man opened his mouth to protest again, but Eladio spoke before he could. “The maga is correct, Carlos. We should not let the rudeness of this Aquilan arriving unannounced cause us to forget our own manners.” He turned to Severus. “I am, as I am certain you remember, Don Eladio. And this fine gentleman is Don Carlos.”

Severus hooked a thumb at his companion. “This is Maga Adelina. Now, how quickly can Don Fermín come? We have matters to discuss that shouldn’t wait.”

“And what matters might those be?” Eladio asked Severus.

“Things I wish to discuss with Don Fermín,” Severus answered in a voice growing more gruff with each response. 

“And when you tell them to me, I will bring them to Don Fermín and he can decide when he will have time to meet with you,” Eladio insisted.

Severus opened his mouth to say something no one would consider to be polite, when Adelina interrupted him by placing her hand on his arm. “It’s alright, capitán. Don Fermín is Prefect Marcus’ friend. He will understand that you rushed here to impart your news in person because you and the prefect felt that he deserved that courtesy. But if he’s too busy, he’s too busy. I know he doesn’t intend to give you any offense.”

Severus glared at her, but didn’t show division between them by saying anything.

“What information?” Don Carlos demanded. “As my good friend here has indicated, we will be more than happy to carry any pressing news you have to Don Fermín.”

Adelina shrugged. “If it must be, it must be, although I know that Prefect Marcus would have preferred that we tell this to Don Fermín in person.”

She paused to look at Severus for a moment before saying, “The legion will march out of Fort Seneca in three days.”

Eladio’s entire smug continence abruptly transformed into one of anger and concern. “March out where?”

Adelina smiled sweetly at him—an expression Severus was fairly certain she had never tried on him. “I know that you know that we are not going to tell you that—especially not in an unwarded room. We have no way of knowing what information Don Fermín will choose to share with you. It is regrettable that he is too busy to see us, but—”

“Perhaps we could interrupt him,” Don Carlos suggested before Adelina had finished speaking.

Severus opened his mouth to tell him that was a good idea, but Adelina spoke first. “Oh, we would not want you to do that. This is not urgent information. The don does have, after all, three days—or at least two-and-a-half now, to make any arrangements he may wish in response to our maneuvers.”

She started toward the door. “Are you coming, capitán? There is so much to do before we leave.”

“You really don’t have to go now,” Don Eladio cajoled. “I am certain I can get Don Fermín to come to you.”

Adelina held the door open for Severus. He really would have preferred to wait for the don, but as he didn’t know what Adelina was thinking with her marching out talk, he decided he had to leave and make certain they were not working at cross purposes. 

He left.
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Chapter Six: In Time to See This Lesson
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Topacio, Topacio

“I said no!” 

Legionnaire Maga Gracia Lucindo sensed the gathering of power in Mago Tico Ciencia and raised one hand to shield herself and Capitán Alberto Lope when the Topacian mago unleashed his winds to blast her back into the wall of the building behind her, she deftly split his attack in two so that the rush of air passed safely to either side of them. 

“I am a mago of the illustrious House Ciencia!” Tico reminded everyone, as if the stars tastefully decorating his black vest were not sufficient to make this point. His hands moved again as he attempted a second time to knock Gracia down. “I do not take orders from women! And I do not take orders from Amatistans!” 

Gracia made a complicated gesture of her own and for the second time, diverted Tico’s attack. 

“Excuse me a moment, capitán,” she told Alberto before stepping away from him, closer to the Ciencia mago. 

She raised her voice as she calmly frustrated his third attack. “How disappointing, Mago Tico. I must have confused your reputation with that of one of your betters in House Ciencia. Who are you really—the dumb nephew who embarrasses the family whenever he goes out in public?”

Tico growled incoherently and tried to muscle Gracia down with a direct blast of wind.

Tried, but came nowhere close to succeeding. Gracia had been trained by Senior Mago Efraín Estudioso and she could hear her mentor’s words in her head even now. It is always nice to have a lot of power at your disposal, Gracia, but given the choice, I would far rather have a lot of skill. The skillful practitioner can make a beautiful charging warhorse look like an unkempt braying mule.” 

Another mago from House Ciencia, marked by the stars decorating his own clothing, came running toward the battle. Gracia had found him to be as disappointing as Tico—all bluster with little discipline or skill. When he lifted his hands to cast, she began to pivot to more easily contest with both men, but Capitán Alberto drew his sword and tapped Mago Samuel on the shoulder with it as he said, “I think it would be better if we permitted the two magos to complete their brawl, don’t you?”

Samuel turned in anger only to notice that two dozen militia members were behind Alberto, ready to back his play. He checked his instinct to cast a spell toward Alberto and snapped, “Magos do not brawl! This is a duel.”

“I am very disappointed to hear you say that,” Alberto responded in his oh-so-civilized tone. “That means that you were about to interfere in a matter of honor—which would make everyone here question yours.”

“You are not a mago—” Samuel began. but something in the capitán’s eyes made him stop talking. 

Gracia knew exactly what he had seen, recalling the cold expression that overtook Alberto when he became angry. No one sane wanted to challenge a man with an expression like that—a gaze that told him he could already see your body placed on your funeral pyre. 

She deftly deflected another attack, making minimal efforts that preserved her strength even as Tico exhausted himself.

A third mago hurried toward the battle, again from House Ciencia.

She didn’t need to see him to keep track of him. Her whole body could feel the flows of powers swirling around the courtyard. He was not going to surprise her and the capitán was doing a good job of watching her back. 
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“What is going on here?” the new mago, Rafael Ciencia, demanded.

Alberto shoved Mago Samuel toward him even as he, himself, closed the distance. “Ah, Mago Rafael, it is good that you have arrived in time to see this lesson.”

“Lesson?” The newcomer repeated the word.

“Yes,” Alberto confirmed, wondering if he could continue to keep the other magos out of the fight. “Mago Tico thought that his obvious strength means that he has nothing to learn from a battle hardened legion maga like Gracia. She is demonstrating to him how easily mere power can be stymied with the proper application of knowledge and skill.”

Evidently, Rafael had not expected Alberto’s explanation. He probably had thought that the Amatistans were ganging up on the younger members of his household. “They are dueling?”

Alberto shrugged. “Oh, I suppose you could call it that, but I think of it more like a school master showing a promising student that he still has plenty to learn.”

Rafael frowned. “And Maga Gracia is the schoolmaster?”

“Indeed,” Alberto confirmed as if this were the most natural conclusion in the world. “As Mago Tico is discovering, Maga Gracia’s year in the legion and experience in both the First Battle of Angosto Pass and the Siege of Amatista has made her hard like the Aquilan magos. And she is eager to pass on those lessons to your family so that Diamonte can continue to be frustrated if they dare to attack the walls of your fine city.”

Rafael began to study the battle more closely and Alberto turned with him to observe what was happening. Sweat poured freely down Mago Tico’s face as he continued to try and batter the small legion maga with his winds. “It does appear that she is more skilled than her reputation suggests,” Rafael admitted.

Alberto permitted himself to smile in a friendly manner. “I’m certain that a man of your years and obvious wisdom will see how reputations built before the outbreak of this war with Diamonte might no longer fully capture the capabilities of men and women who joined the legion.”

Gracia abruptly went on the offensive, cutting Tico’s legs out from beneath him with one sharp slice of wind, knocking her opponent to the ground where he lay panting, unable to keep fighting.

To Alberto and Mago Samuel’s surprise, Mago Rafael Ciencia stepped forward and began to applaud. “Bravo, Maga Gracia! Bravo! What a superb display of craftsmanship. Tico is one of the strongest magos in my family. Imagine what he will be able to achieve after a winter training with you.”

Still panting, Tico rolled onto his side. “I’m not training with her, Rafael! She’s a woman.”

“A woman who has humiliated you without even making herself perspire,” Rafael retorted before turning to Gracia. “If you will please excuse the crude comparison, maga.”

Gracia nodded politely to him as she closed the distance between them.

“We must have even more of our household join the training,” Rafael announced. “This is an opportunity we cannot afford to pass by.”

“We will be happy to have even more members of your family join the militia,” Alberto ventured. He knew that was not precisely what the mago had just suggested, but they really could use all the help they could get in defending Topacio. 

“I will speak to the other senior members of my house about it,” Rafael promised. “In the meantime, would Maga Gracia, you, and your lovely wife be willing to entertain an invitation to dine with my family and me?” 

This was not an invitation Alberto had expected. He bowed grandly. “It would be an honor, Mago Rafael.”

“Good,” Rafael approved. “I will have invitations sent to you. I think that it would be helpful if the leaders of my house could discuss with you your experiences defending Amatista and how we might improve on them if Diamonte comes at Topacio.”
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Chapter Seven: It Is Insulting
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Morganita, Morganita

Don Fermín waited until his visitors had been escorted from the room before sinking down into his chair and picking up a goblet of wine. He felt bone weary. In the half year or so that he had effectively been in command of the city of Morganita and the hopes of the Gente people to preserve their freedom from the accursed Gota, he felt as if he had aged seven years. Everyone wanted something from him while offering nothing but hollow words in return. Two of the men who should have united with him in the cause of Morganita had instead crowned themselves the new regente and quadrupled his troubles. And Sacerdote Pío, the once mild steward for the blessed goddess, Madre Tierra, had gone insane. Instead of promoting the peace and love which Madre Tierra stood for, he had begun to preach that all foreigners—not just the hated Gota—deserved to die and that any Gente who willingly worked with them should be murdered with them. And this did more to hurt the cause of unity than anything that Don Ricardo or Don Henrico with their pretentions to the crown had succeeded in doing. Morganita needed its foreign allies—would not at this moment be free without them—and yet the sacerdote made it nearly impossible to work with them.

He took a sip of wine even as his oldest friend, Don Eladio, and another key supporter, Don Carlos, entered the chamber. Both men had nervous expressions on their faces which made the acid churn within Fermín’s stomach. “What is it, my friends? What new disaster have you come to report to me?”

“I don’t think it is a disaster, Fermín,” Eladio answered.

“Indeed, I think it will prove to be a good thing,” Carlos interjected.

“But it is unexpected and—”

“Please,” Fermín interrupted without any fire in his tone, but only an audible sense of dread. “Just tell me.”

“That miserable barbarian Severus Lupus came in person to tell you that he is taking the legion away in three days,” Carlos announced.

Outrage and panic arose in Fermín’s chest as he leapt to his feet, spilling his glass of wine onto the table. While his alliance with the legionnaires upset Sacerdote Pío and his followers, he suspected it was the only thing keeping Ricardo and Henrico from attacking him. “What? Where are they going?”

“We don’t know,” Eladio sheepishly admitted. “They just say that they are leaving in three days.”

“Two and a half,” Carlos corrected him as if he didn’t understand that this only made Fermín’s problems worse. 

“This is terrible!” Fermín worried. “Why did you not ask him to wait for me? Or better yet, come and interrupt me? We need those soldiers!”

“No, we don’t,” Carlos insisted. “Don Eladio and I have discussed this in depth. We do not need the Aquilans and their miserable Qing soldiers—not when we have so many fine Gente gentlemen dedicated to our cause.” 

“Don Henrico and Don Ricardo also have fine Gente gentlemen supporting them,” Fermín reminded them. “It is only I who have two thousand ruthless foot soldiers who stood up to Thegn Chilperic and Thegn Hathus without breaking—at least I did until you brought this news.”

“They are only Qing,” Carlos repeated. 

“Our friend is correct,” Eladio added. “I, for one, do not understand why you continue to feed and supply them.”

Fermín temper started to get the better of him. “You were at the Battle of Lado Norte del Puente and yet you still don’t know why they are important?”

“Those were experienced soldiers,” Eladio reminded him. “Most of these have never seen combat before.”

“And yet, there are still two thousand of them,” Don Fermín stated before a new terrible thought occurred to him. “You said that Capitán Severus, the former black vigil, came in person to deliver this message? Why did he not deliver it to me?”

“These foreigners have strange customs,” Carlos told him, but Fermín saw the truth in his little side-stepping of the question.

“He did ask to see me, didn’t he?”

“We cannot permit these barbarians to act as if you are the one in service to them,” Don Eladio exploded.

Don Fermín sadly shook his head. “Oh, my friends, I fear you have let your hatred of these foreigners lead you to poor decisions.”

Carlos came to Eladio’s defense. “They act as if they are superior to us. It is insulting.”

“How so?” Fermín asked. “Did you not say he came to me? Honestly, that seems more the action of a friend who has just brought bad news than it does a rival or supposed superior.” He looked up at both men. “Do you not see how their leaving weakens me?”

Both men frowned, clearly unwilling to admit what Fermín saw so clearly.

He closed his eyes for a moment, rapidly running through his possible responses before making his decision. “I will invite Capitán Severus to dine with me tonight. The invitation will be written from my own hand. Perhaps there is still a chance to salvage something from this circumstance.”

“Hmm,” Eladio considered the situation. “I do not like you changing your plans even this much, but I admit that if you succeed in making him come to you a second time in a single day, none will be able to claim that you have bowed to him.”

Fermín did not respond as he walked out of the room to find pen and paper. 
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Chapter Eight: Please Listen to Me
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Fort Seneca, Morganita

Maga Adelina grabbed Severus’ arm and forced him to turn around and look at her. “You cannot accept Don Fermín’s invitation.”

“Of course, I can,” Severus growled as he yanked his arm free. “That’s the only way to put this nonsense behind us. You cannot have dissent between two allied commanding officers.”

“But if you go running back to him like this, you will lessen the legion in his eyes and the eyes of all his men,” Adelina insisted. She seized on her opportunity when she saw him hesitate to reinforce her case. “This is a Gente thing. It has to do with status. You going to him and insisting he meet immediately with you insulted Don Fermín. Now he’s effectively summoning you in a counter insult.”

“You Gente are all daft!” Severus snapped. “I wasn’t insulting anyone and no reasonable man would consider being invited to dinner an insult either.”

“But it is,” Adelina insisted in a slightly quieter voice. “This is about status, capitán. Please listen to me. You don’t have the familiarity with our culture to understand the mess you have created. Let me help you out of it.” 

“Fine!” Severus said. “What do you think we should do—and it better not be to invite him to a meeting three weeks in the future.”

“No, that wouldn’t work now either,” Adelina conceded. “I will draft your response. It must be apologetic while still forcing Don Fermín to come here to make up for not making time in his schedule for you. We will use the fact that we are marching out in a few days as our excuse.”

“We are not marching out,” Severus snapped. “We just got here. It’s winter!” 

Adelina put her foot down. “We are marching out. Not to march out will prove that we lied to Fermín to get him to do something we wanted him to. That would create a lot more problems than marching out will.”

Severus had had enough of this nonsense. “Fine! Write any letter you want. Maybe we really will leave. I doubt that Diamonte would expect us to attack now.”
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Chapter Nine: Where Else Might She Go?
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Parades, Diamonte

Maga Juana Erudito of Hessonita hung back as the crowd of Gente began to enter the fortified town of Parades minutes after dawn when the gate finally opened. She had a fever which sent shivers up and down her body in addition to the cold temperatures. As a maga, she was not supposed to feel the cold, but her body and her mind were so run down that she couldn’t maintain even the most basic of her magical disciplines. 

She feared she was dying, as had most of her kin. They should have known something was wrong when her taciturn grandmother had invited them to a feast to celebrate their rule of Hessonita. But nobody expected their grandmother to poison them. 

Juana had already been sick, so she hadn’t imbibed as much of the wine as her sisters, cousins, aunts, and mother had done. It was only the slightest chance that had alerted her to what was happening and permitted her to escape. Already sick, she had left early, but later felt bad that she was not properly supporting her grandmother. So, she had staggered back to the dining hall only to find her female kin had all collapsed around the table and her grandmother clinically feeling for a pulse at Juana’s mother’s neck.

Evidently, she hadn’t found one, for she turned to one of her toadies among the Gente merchant class and said, “She’s dead too. Now we just have to
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