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Red Skies






The skies were red over Imperial City.

Red they were, and orange, and yellow, as if
they had caught flame.

In the harbor of the city, frightened sailors
hurried to shore. In temples, priests consulted the gods, and in
the streets the people talked in hushed tones, wondering if the end
had come.

Amid the panic of the moment, rumors began to
circulate, and under the fiery sky dark words began to spread, that
the emperor’s daughter had been kidnapped the previous night, that
assassins had taken her. And in the north, there was news that the
barbarians were on the march.

Yes, it was the end of the world, the people
of Imperial City thought. But in the morning the skies cleared, and
the waters of the harbor were still and blue.


Part One







Chapter One

 


Publius Allius Corvus






Publius had never wanted to be a soldier.

As he sprinted through the fields with his
fellow recruits, he pondered that thought, and held it close to his
heart.

But there had never been another option for
him, not in any real sense. His father, a tailor in the flea-bitten
slums of Imperial City, had passed on the family business to his
brother, and so, when Publius reached the age of manhood and donned
his tunic for the first time, he had heeded the call of his
country; he had heeded the call that so many had, some to the
ultimate cost.

The sprint eased.

They were somewhere several hundred miles
north of Imperial City, well outside its bounds. Somewhere nearby
were the lush villas and parks of Paradise Gardens, where the
wealthy members of the Imperial Council would retreat in the
summer. It was now spring, and despite a gentle breeze blowing,
Publius was drenched in sweat. Over the past few weeks, the morning
jogs, up and down hills, and sometimes through the mountains, had
become easier and easier. Publius had built up endurance, endurance
his tribune insisted would be needed on long marches.

The recruits, three hundred in number,
completed their circle through a stand of pines and cypresses, and
slowed their jog to a walk. The tents and open air plazas of base
camp came into focus, and so too did the form of a centurion in
full regalia. His black-plated armor was brightened by a
red-and-gold tabard, and the crest of his helmet was brilliant, the
color of blood.

Publius wondered what a full soldier was
doing here, in official garb nonetheless. The recruits of Blue
Eagle Camp were young; and their initiation into the legions was
some year away.

The green recruits ended their run at the
dirt square in the center of camp. The centurion was standing
there, eyeing the recruits, examining them like a farmer would his
cattle. His eyes were the most piercing blue Publius had ever seen,
the color of the sky, the color of the ocean. They were cold as
well, unfeeling, as they went from recruit to recruit. He and
Publius exchanged glances, and Publius immediately looked away.

“Men of Blue Eagle Camp.” The centurion’s
voice was crisp and clear, and he had an aristocratic accent. “I
have good news on behalf of the emperor, on behalf of Imperium. We
are taking a small number of you and moving you up to the rank of
full legionary; we are advancing you beyond your training, and
accepting you immediately into the Second Anthanian Legion.”

Publius, panting, was too tired to think much
of his words, too exhausted from the morning run. It made little
sense. They were green and inexperienced; and now they were to join
the Empire’s forces?

“I have this on the authority of the
emperor,” the centurion said. “I bear with me the command of
Imperium; I have laid on the bedrolls of the chosen a tabard. If
you find you have been chosen, meet me at Blue Gate at once.”






~






When Publius went to his tent, he saw indeed
a tabard there, a black tabard with a gold moon in the center of
it. Some of his exhaustion had cleared away, and confusion abounded
then.

Lucius, one of his tent mates, slapped him on
the back. “You are one of the lucky ones,” he said.

But Publius did not feel lucky. Quite the
opposite. He could barely wield his sword with his shield in tow;
he did not know the least bit of strategy. He would be incompetent
on the field of battle, a liability to his men and to the legion
itself. It was as astounding as it was preposterous.

But nonetheless, Publius picked up his
tabard, folding it and pressing it to his breast. He had sworn an
oath of loyalty to the Empire, to his tribune, to the Imperial Army
and to the nation itself. He wandered out of the tent into the cool
morning air.






~






Thirteen recruits were there in total,
Publius included, who had been given black and gold tabards.

The centurion’s piercing blue eyes were like
sapphires in the sun’s light. “All of you. You have been chosen. I
bring you congratulations at the behest of the emperor. He has
personally selected each of you. And now we leave. To the mountains
we go.”

The mountains. Was that where the Second
Anthanian Legion was posted? There were wars far off, in the north,
and far south across the sea. But the mountains were a strange
place for the Second Anthanian. The Goldenhorns were mostly bereft
of people, and though the Empire had good reason to protect its
iron and silver mines, what threat was there to protect them
from?

Unease had settled into Publius, yes, unease,
and his stomach was twisting to knots. His sword was buckled to his
side, his shield to his back, and in the journey ahead, however
long it took them, he prayed he would not have use for them.


Chapter Two

 


Publius Allius Corvus






They departed in the night, after
sundown.

Crickets were chirping and in the dark, the
outlines of mountains and hills were like black shadows. Cypresses
wafted in the breeze, and in the dry cold air Publius found himself
able to move, able to breathe, more easily than in the heat of the
day. On rocky outcrops grew fruits-of-paradise, their red bulbous
berries nestled among green leaves, inviting to the eye but
poisonous to the taste. Such was life in the foothills, a place
where things never were as they seemed.

Some time very late, when the moon was out,
bright white, a waning crescent, and when the stars were advanced
in their nightly procession, the centurion who called himself Caro
halted his walk and gave the orders… they were to prepare for
bed.

“We resume at dawn,” Caro said.

Publius undid his bedroll from his pack and
laid it on the grass. In the darkness, his fear had grown, his
unsurety of what was going on. They were headed to the mountains…
why? There were wars in the north and in the south, but the
mountains… something didn’t sit right with him.

But the weariness of the day and the long
night began to catch up with him. He had lain down only a minute
before he had shut his eyes and fallen asleep.






He dreamed that night of a little temple in a
little forest, and in that little temple was dark shadow, and in
that shadow, a human figure.


Chapter Three

 


Tidus Sulpicius Varro, Marshal of the
Guard






Varro, Marshal of the Guard, had witnessed
many things in his career: assassinations, poisonings, conspiracies
against and within the Imperial family.

But as he walked the Imperial Palace’s white
marble corridors, he realized he had never encountered anything
quite like this.

He was returning, as he had every day for the
past few weeks, to the scene of the crime.

At the threshold of Julia’s door, he stopped
once again. It was open, now, and on the night that Julia vanished
it had been slightly ajar, when she had always kept it locked.

Varro walked in, feeling the breeze from the
open window. The window took up much of the wall, and its yellow
curtains fluttered in the wind. One could see the entirety of the
city below, and far away the gleaming celestial blue of the sea.
One could see the Imperial hippodrome, even watch and bet on the
games from so great a height.

It was a reminder of the opulence of the
Imperial family, no less than the gold-dyed silk curtains, the
banisters and the benches, the tables of teak and the white urns
and the cotton sheets. The entirety of Julia’s floor was a mosaic,
displaying some ancient battle, the Eloesians against the
southrons. There were silver jugs on the dining table, paintings
bordered in gold, nude statues, and display cases filled with
jewelry. Julia was a pampered, spoiled princess, the kind the
ancient Imperials, the old stock, would have loathed and driven out
of their cities. The Imperials had fought a war against kings; and
now they had one of their own.

In his time as Marshal of the Guard, Varro
had not seen Julia much, but he had heard of her demanding ways,
and he’d witnessed her shouting at the palace servants. She had
been born into the purple, the daughter of Marcus Seánus, a member
of the most blueblooded family in the Empire. She was devoutly
religious, too, to all the gods. But she was gone.

It was a week ago, the eve of the Rite of
Spring, when it happened. In the morning, the servants had come by
with her specially prepared food to find her bed empty, urns
shattered, and the great window open. The wall had been smeared
with blood, indicating injury, and instantly Varro—and the
emperor—believed the worst.

A breeze was blowing in from the open window,
ruffling the silk curtains. Varro looked around, not sure what he
was searching for, just hoping—perhaps in vain—that something would
catch his eye, that he would find some clue that would unlock the
mystery of what had occurred.

The blood was still there; it had not been
cleaned up. Everything was as it had been that night, and nothing
had been taken away; all was in its place, and only Varro and the
most senior of the Imperial Guard were allowed in. It was they, and
the urban cohorts they commanded, that were in charge of the rescue
operation, but in the week since Julia disappeared, nothing had
been uncovered.

Still he looked, and he searched, and he
began to walk across the mosaic floors. The silver jar of water was
overturned near the window; the bits of glass reflected in the
sunlight, at least, those bits of glass that hadn’t been stuck to
Varro’s boots. He walked to the edge of the window.

The Imperial Palace was an immense complex, a
city more than it was a house. Below, many fathoms, was the grass
of a hill, blooming with purple wildflowers. The hill itself
descended into the streets below. He wondered… he pondered… He
questioned whether Julia had been taken down there, if somehow, she
managed to climb down, though Varro couldn’t imagine a ladder so
tall, so, so many fathoms high. If Varro jumped it would kill him
instantly. Yet Julia had been seen before sitting on the window’s
edge, singing or praying, in the middle of the night.

It was worth a try, even if it amounted to
nothing.






~






Varro spent the next hour trying to find his
way to that grassy hill beneath Julia’s window. It became more and
more clear that there was no easy way to get there. The entirety of
the Imperial Palace was like a maze, a maze with thick brick walls,
and the only doors that led outside seemed to lead to the
garden.

But the garden, a place of blooming lilacs,
fig trees and basil, was not where Varro wanted to go.

Varro twisted his way through the kitchen,
seeing scullions hard at work preparing the noon meal, their faces
and hands covered in flour, and on a table a great torte cake
decorated in icing. He found the passageway he’d seen before, a
dark shadowy tunnel. He ventured through it, and again found
himself in the garden, the damned garden.

In the garden overgrown with lilacs and
flowers, there were fresh fruits and vegetables, some ripe for the
plucking, and innumerable fig trees which the emperor loved. The
morning was bright and warm, and the sun was shining on the
greenery.

He recalled the palace window, where the
emperor’s daughter sat, faced the hippodrome and Imperial Square.
Perhaps, if he retraced his steps, he could head out into the
rough-and-tumble world of Imperial City, and make his way back to
that patchy hill.






~






Varro, as Marshal of the Guard, did not like
to spend his time in Imperial City. It was dangerous, yes, as all
cities were, but it reminded him of how far it had fallen. Once it
had been a military camp, a place that despised luxury and
softness, and seeing the rabbit’s warren of taverns and brothels
sickened him. At the gate of the Imperial Palace he departed,
glaring at a piper playing a sultry tune. Merchants had set up shop
outside the great plaza, and apartment buildings crowded out the
sky. Refuse was everywhere, and in the sunlight the stink was
wafting upwards, forming a putrid miasma.

Just across the street from the Imperial
Palace, the heart of the nation, the apartments were slumping, the
tiles of the roof hanging roughshod, the iron of the water pumps
lined with rust. There were homeless people, bedraggled, garbed in
rags, proffering bowls to anyone who would deign to feed them. And
running through the street was a band of recruits, conscripted for
the legion, reminding Varro of this cesspool’s origins… a military
camp, a place of respect and of honor.

Varro turned down the road, and though he
would stick out among the unwashed masses, he was girt in a
breastplate, with a sword at his side, and he could more than take
care of himself.






~






At the hippodrome, the noise of a game was
echoing. The sun beat hot on the white pavestones of the streets.
Varro wanted to remove his helmet, but he knew he could not.

The Imperial Palace was mounted on its hill,
a white rider on a green horse, a gleaming marble complex that
stretched to the sky, full of towering piazzas and turrets that
scraped against the blue. To its left was the spiraling Council
House which was connected by a sky bridge.

So many windows of the palace looked down on
the streets below it was impossible for Varro to know where to
begin. But he would begin, yes, he would begin. He had come this
far. He would finish what he started.

Varro pressed beyond the crowds, the
merchants hawking their wares, the prostitutes offering their
services underneath the sun, and began to ascend up the ground.
Dilapidated buildings clung to the grassy hill, and then, there it
was, a great black iron fence, keeping the common citizens away
from the palace.

The air was sweltering as Varro made his way
along the black fence, past overgrown gardens and abandoned homes.
Through the cloying bushes he ventured, walking beside the fence,
following a hunch, a feeling, a thought that was not fully formed,
one he could not put to words.

The grass was bent in places, as if it had
been walked through; the leaves of the bushes were torn off twigs.
In the shadow of an abandoned apartment building, he stopped; a
three-foot length of iron fence had been sawed off, enough for a
person to squeeze through. And hidden among tufts of grass, a
length of metal gleamed.

It was a pendant with its golden chain
broken, as if had been torn off someone’s neck. He recognized it
instantly as the symbol of the Seáni family.

The “princess” had been here, the emperor’s
daughter. The thieves, the kidnappers… whoever had taken her… they
had taken her through this broken bit of fence. And then, well,
then, what had they done with her?

Varro stooped down and grabbed the pendant.
He opened pendant to find a gleaming white diamond in the
center.

“Where are you?” he said. “Where are you,
Julia? Tell me.”






~






When Varro returned to the Imperial Palace,
he told no one about what he found. He hid the broken pendant in
his cloak until he returned to his room. Then, not knowing exactly
why, he swore to tell no one, at least, until he found out what
happened for himself.


Chapter Four

 


Achiba






For days, the Empire had encamped around the
city of Eioli, and for days Achiba had kept quiet as his mother
asked, and stayed holed up in his room.

Occasionally he would hear great stones rain
down, hurled from catapults by the vicious Imperials. But in the
past hour—it was evening—things seemed to have quieted.

Achiba’s father Haddan was somewhere out
there, fighting, and when Achiba thought about that, he had to
close his eyes, and try to distract himself. He had asked his
mother why the Empire wanted to kill them, and his mother said it
was for gold.

At one time, not long ago, the land of Ugarit
had been free, doing as they would and living as they wanted.

He had learned of the Empire’s first war
against the Ugars, how every city, every single city, had agreed to
become subservient allies—every city except one, Eioli. Once, there
had been many cities like Eioli, many places where people like
Achiba staked out their lives in prosperity and peace. The Ugars
warred amongst themselves, yes, but a foreign threat had arrived
from foreign shores, and in the twinkling of an eye the world had
changed. A new foe was on the march, and those Ugars who would not
submit to the Empire were faced with death, or far worse.

A loud crack echoed, like thunder, followed
by the crashing of a collapsing building. One of the catapults had
struck home. Screams rung out, desperate wails, lighting up the
night as more boulders fell like thunder. The Imperials were
ruthless; for more than a century after Anthans’ troops landed, the
Ugars had been left in peace… but then, for reasons Achiba did not
understand, the Imperials turned on them in cruelty, focusing all
their hatred on Eioli… on the city of Eioli, where Achiba lived,
where gold there was, where the Ugars still breathed free.

The night was deep, and through Achiba’s
window he could see the moon was rising, veiled in a white cloud.
The stars were out, even the Bull constellation, which represented
Eioli’s chief god Belpheor. Perhaps, it was a sign from Belpheor, a
sign that things were about to change, that the Imperials were
about to be driven away, that the cities of the coast would rise up
and join their sister Eioli.

“Achiba!” his mother called from the other
room, beside herself, and Achiba ran into the main hall.

“We take shelter!” she said.

Achiba’s sister Borah and his little brother
Lamman were there with Mother, clutching her tight.

Achiba knew where they were going: to Eioli’s
donjon-keep. That could only mean bad things for the defenders on
the wall, for Achiba’s father. It was Father out there fighting,
Father and the city’s able bodied men, battling in desperation, so
that the name of the Ugars would never pass from memory, so that
the cities of the coast would remain standing forever.

Lamman wailed as Mother jerked them toward
the door. Out into the brisk night air the family fled, Achiba
tagging along behind them.

It was almost like the brightness of the day,
so many fires were burning. The house across the street had been
completely smashed to rubble, and the dark form of a boulder
flickered massively in the unsteady light.

The moon was radiant, the stars pinpricks of
light amid the rising smoke. The smell of death was in the air,
death and burnt flesh. In the distance, panicked screams rang out,
a family hobbling through the wreckage, warriors running this way
and that, and a brigade of men dousing the fires with water. Panic
had consumed the city of Eioli, a city that had once been the
richest in the world, a city that had gleamed and prospered when
Imperial City was a collection of tents. That was Eioli, yes, that
was Eioli, Achiba’s home.

And look what had become of her… look at the
scattered wreckage. Achiba stopped to mourn for her, for the glory
that was lost, for the glory that might never return, all because
the Imperials were greedy, all because the Imperials wanted their
gold.

“Come on!” Mother screamed, and Achiba was
jerked from his thoughts. He took off at a run through the dark,
dim lit streets, illuminated only by distant fires. He choked on
the smoke as he made his way toward the donjon-keep. He thought of
his father.

Eioli was falling; it was falling, and there
was nothing Achiba could do.
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