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The Red Lord






The Red Lord did not recognize himself; when
he looked in the mirror he saw that he was changed, and his heart
was not still, he was full of passion and fire. His eyes were like
coals, but fires were lighting in them.

He resolved to finish what Maria Domina
started; she had transformed his prey, but where she had cursed, he
would destroy.
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Chapter One






Publius Allius Corvus, Legionary






The coach was rattling along the streets, and
lights were filtering into its windows.

Publius Corvus had not had a good night’s
rest since he departed Forward Camp. The journey had been
impossibly long; it had taken him through desolate scrub forests
and burning hot plains, through roads and deer-paths forgotten by
man. Eventually, the coach had merged onto the great white highway
which pierced the peninsula and divided it into its eastern and
western halves.

But now… now he looked out the window and he
could see places he recognized, places that had—during the time of
his training as a legionary—become nothing more than memories.

The stone buildings and concrete apartments
of Mud Bottom surrounded him.

Here it was, the ward of Imperial City where
he had grown up. It was among the poorest of all city wards, named
after its location along the river. Here, tens of thousands of
souls were crammed together in the poorest conditions that city
regulators would allow.

And there were good memories here. He was
passing the park where he would play in the summer, hiding behind
bushes and hoping that his friend Tiverius wouldn’t find him. But
hide-and-seek was far from his mind, and he wished he were here for
better reasons.

No, he was not here to celebrate or
reminisce. He was here for his father Caius Corvus, for his father,
who had died.

The Corvus family had been among the
wealthier families of Mud Bottom, and compared to the countless
throngs packed into apartments they were lucky.

Publius’ stomach was twisting to knots as the
coach rattled through the road, as it passed by Crooked Street and
Mercers’ Street, Cotters’ Street and Butchers’ Row. The streets
were like an hourglass full of sand, diminishing slowly but surely
until Publius reached the house on Seafarers’ Way, where he had
grown up, where he would have to face his childhood and the
siblings he had not spoken to in years.

“Father,” Publius mumbled under his breath,
“why did you have to die?”

Tears began to well in his eyes anew. His lip
began to quiver.

Not this
again.

He had cried already, far too many times, and
he had thought his tears had all been spent, but there were
apparently some left.

“Father,” Publius said. “Caius
Corvus…tailor…Seafarers’ Way.”

In his old age he had become infirm, and
unable to run the tailors’ shop. He had left the shop in its
entirety to Publius’ brother, Marcus. That was why Publius had
joined the legion; that was why he wore a red-and-gold tabard over
his plainclothes. That was why he was riding in a government
coach.

He wiped his eyes and the anxieties returned,
his brother Marcus, his sister Flavia, his little sister
Marcella—what were they doing with their lives, now? Mother had
passed on long ago, and he had not spoken to his siblings in a long
time, not since he took up the arms of a legionary and was sent to
Blue Eagle Camp.

The house on Seafarers’ Way was now a place
he dreaded, but his father had to be honored… his father…

Like that, the tears began agaain. He could
no longer look at Mud Bottom’s streets; he could no longer look at
their crooked edges, their dilapidated angles. He could no longer
anticipate; he could no longer prepare.











And so, with a shout, the coachman announced
that they had arrived, and within moments, the door was open, the
black-garbed government official who had guided them was standing
there, and Publius was furiously wiping his eyes, trying to shed
all emotion, trying to shed all outward sign of pain.

“Three days are allotted to you, legionary,”
the official said. “Three days, and then you will be met here, at
this spot, at high noon.”

The siege of Eioli seemed a world away, and
though its effects could alter history, to Publius they seemed
petty now, as petty as anything. Caius Corvus, tailor, patriarch,
was dead.

He stepped out at the open gate of the little
house on Seafarer’s Way.

For the most part, it was identical to how it
had looked before, but to Publius’ eyes the plaster seemed darker,
the red roof tiles a little duller, having lost their lively
luster.

But everything was a little darker now,
everything a little more difficult, a little more challenging. The
grief around him was like a stone around his neck; but he saw a
face in the first-story window, the glint of eyes, and for a moment
the burden dissipated. He walked through the open gate, into the
little house on Seafarers’ Way.











But when he entered, the main hall was empty.
The home smelled musty. When Caius gave Publius’ brother the family
business to his indignation, he had assumed the home was
transferred too. But perhaps, it was too small for Marcus, who’d
always had dreams of wealth and ostentation, the desire for high
society, for a grander position, perhaps for public office.

Publius walked to the parlor, where he’d seen
those two dark eyes looking out from the window.

There was nothing there, only a divan, a
round table lined with a film of dust, and several lamps with
dried-out wicks.

The seats looked like they hadn’t been sat in
for a long while.

Was it possible that Publius, a legionary
who’d been stationed far away, in Ugarit, was here first, that his
siblings had not arrived yet?

Commotion echoed upstairs, something tumbling
from its place, followed by footsteps, then laughter. He recognized
the voice as that of his sister Flavia.

He was not alone, no, no, he was not in fact
the only one who cared. He was not the favored son and he’d never
be. In answer to the voice, he hurried out of the room, up a
familiar set of stairs that had always creaked when he ascended
them. He remembered those stairs, those worn wooden steps that
never failed to make noise, this staircase that led to the upper
level, to his private chamber, where he’d spent his childhood.

There was an upper parlor overlooking the
street, and there he found his siblings, two of them at least:
Flavia and Marcella.

They had changed only a little in appearance;
Flavia was still blonde and beautiful, Marcella darker and more
somber.

“Publius!” Flavia said and stood up.

She was garbed in a gown of scarlet, and
jewels were on the rings of her fingers.

Publius heard she had married a rich man, but
seeing her like this was stunning to him, and not altogether
good.

“Publius!” Flavia said again, and met him in
a light embrace.

Strong perfume hovered over her, the scent of
pine and something else, some other pungent material.

“Flavia,” Publius said. “It is good to see
you.”

He had not attended the wedding; it had
occurred not long after he first went to Blue Eagle Camp. But he
had heard her husband was a manager of businesses in Imperial
Harbor, a dealer in tar or ambergris or some obscure good.

Marcella stood up to greet him, eyes
twinkling, and Publius saw that she was no longer wearing a ring on
her finger. Moreover, she was dressed in plain brown clothes she’d
not have been caught dead in, not even in her impoverished youth.
And there was a wimple she was wearing, a head covering she had
removed to bare her hair.

“Publius,” Marcella said, and kissed him on
the lips.

“Your ring…” Publius said.

“Alexus and I have parted ways,” said
Marcella. “And I have committed myself to the gods. The convent
allowed me leave to honor Father.”

His sister Marcella… a vestal. Stranger
things had occurred, he supposed, but in his youth, growing up in
Mud Bottom, she had acquired a sordid reputation. Now she was a
changed woman, but Publius didn’t realize that convents permitted
divorced women to take the vows.

“It is good to see you all,” Publius said,
though he did not in his heart wish to see them, to open up old
resentments, old wounds. “And Marcus…” he said.

“Marcus is on business in Khazidea,” Flavia
answered in turn. “A ship was sent to alert him. He will be home
any day now, I suppose.”

Flavia brushed Publius’ shoulder with her
white hand. “And you… you are decked in the Empire’s finest. Your
hair cut short. A tabard of red and gold. I am sure you have no
problem attracting women.”

That was not why he was there, or why any of
them were there. He had left the siege for this, to honor his
father, to honor his father only.

In truth, deep within his heart, he had
looked forward to the day of battle, to proving himself, to showing
the world and the nation that he was useful. But that had been
taken from him.

And here he was, with a black cloud over him,
a pain deep within. His father… he had not stopped to think, to
dwell, to reminisce. He had spent the days in the coach in a place
between boredom and grief, with no restfulness, no time to ponder.
His father, Caius Corvus, expert tailor, the owner of the only
private house on Seafarers’ Way, had gone on to see the gods.

He turned to Flavia and looked into her blue
eyes, seeing that pain had settled within them, though it was faint
to see. He clasped her hand in his, and felt that it was cold.
“Flavia,” he said, “where are you staying?”

“With my husband of course,” Flavia said.
“You should come with me and stay with me. This house has too many
memories. And now Father is not in it.”

Publius would take up Flavia on her offer, of
that he was sure.

And then, when he had decided, he thought
again of when he had first arrived, how he had seen two dark eyes
peering through the window. Who was it, he wondered. On closer
pondering, he did not think it was either of his sisters.









Chapter Two


Varius Tycho, Legionary


The city of Eioli lay before Tycho,
surrounded by Imperial camps.

It was as large as he had heard, and though a
constant percussion of catapults had damaged the wall, still its
beauty stuck out to Tycho in the sunlight.

The walls were colored gold, the color of a
summer afternoon. In places, the votive statues of the city god
could be seen, a bull’s head with a ring in its nose.

Tycho thought he had seen it all. He had been
to Zoar, the city of stone, one of the Empire’s closest allies; but
even there he had not seen something so strange. Eioli and the
sister cities—those cities of the coast, of Ugarit, which had
broken free from the Empire’s influence—were in a league of their
own, and even now in the sunlit day, Tycho could not help but feel
a sense of fear, of nightmare.

Ugarit was so close to the Empire in
distance, within a week’s journey from Imperial City if you rode
fast enough. But its customs were strange, and in the camps rumors
had begun to spread of human sacrifice, of practices so foreign and
so immoral they shocked even the Empire’s soldiers. But like the
other soldiers, Tycho had never seen anything quite like this, the
carvings of the “god” Belpheor on the walls, the rhythmic chants
which the defenders would sing, and above all, the unwillingness of
the Empire’s own appointed grand legate—Agatho Lornodoris—to do
anything about it. Ugarit was a land of myth and nightmare,
possessing rich soil but also deep-rooted fear.

And in his now twenty years in the legion
Tycho had seen much. He had not only gone to the stone city of Zoar
but also to her sister, to the red city of Haroon, where—on
leave—he had spent nights in spice dens and opium parlors, where he
had tasted the forbidden fruits of intoxicating plants and
substances. He had availed himself of Haroon’s brothels where—gods
help him—he had acquired Red Itch, for which there was no known
cure.

And yet still, staring at this city, which
not long ago had dwarfed the Imperial capital, he still realized
there was nothing like this place or these people, these anomalies
of the peninsula, the Ugars.

There was no fighting on the walls, though
the grand legate had set up siege equipment. The watchers on the
walls did not loose their arrows, and Tycho—though he had seen much
over his career—had a feeling of unease he could not shake, a
feeling something terrible was going to happen. But he had felt
such a way before, and had it not come to pass.

Tycho adjusted his armor.

He had seen so much. He was approaching age
forty. By rights he could retire, but he had not, for what would he
do with his time? He was a man of war and nothing else.

A trumpet blew, a loud crisp peal. It was
coming from the distance.

Tycho turned and spotted horses riding to
camp, and on the horses men wearing the red and gold tabards of the
Empire. These were messengers sent from Imperial City. All along
the main highway such persons were posted, allowing letters to be
carried in a relay, one horse galloping after the other, reducing
the time of message delivery to mere days. From their lofty seats
in the Council House, the Imperial Council could manage the Sixth
Anthanian from afar, to demand that they honor this or that
regulation, to manage the war effort from a distance.

Old men they were, doddering fools, and few
had experience with war.

And now the whole of the Empire was
controlled by those thirty men. The Empire was under council rule,
and the White Throne sat empty.

“Tycho!” He recognized the voice of his
friend Hatius.

He was approaching, Hatius. The legionary was
half Tycho’s age; he had just joined. Tycho had taken him under his
wing and shown him the arts of war, how to wield his shield this or
that way, how to bear up in times of battle, to lock shields
together. Hatius was untested, but Tycho had a good feeling about
him, as good a feeling as he’d had about any green recruit.

“What do you think is the delay?” Hatius
said.

Was he eager to start the siege, or did he
wish only to stop worrying, to begin what he feared and have it
over with? The nerves of battle never left you, but Tycho exulted
in it now—it was a thrill and not a burden. When he had been a
green recruit, battle had made him fear; but not now.

“Do not worry, Hatius,” Tycho said. “It will
all be all right.”

Of course, Tycho did not know that; the
Fourth Peregothian had broken on the Ugars like a pack of
cowards.

But in Hatius Tycho saw a little of himself,
of his old self, when he was more innocent and more pure, before
the years of hard drinking and other vices wore him down. He hoped
Hatius would not make the same mistakes, but they were everywhere
for the legionary, tempting him at every turn.

Hatius said nothing for a while. “Have you
had dreams?” he eventually uttered, and as if in answer a wind
began to blow, a cold wind with just a hint of winter.

Tycho heard stories of nightmares befalling
the legionaries, of eyes in darknesses, of fear and the worry
that—while they were sleeping—they were not alone.

But Tycho had not been touched by them, and
what’s more, he knew that the stresses of war affected everyone
differently, and that some reacted in strange ways. Not all were
fit for the legion, but by the time they learned it was too
late.

“No,” Tycho said. “No dreams. Do not worry,
Hatius. We will crush Eioli. We will bring them to heel.”

He spoke no lie; in his heart he could feel
it. He could sense it. One day soon, Eioli would pay a price for
its insolence. One day soon, the gates of the city would break and
the three legions would come storming in. The Ugars would rue the
day they rebelled, the day they went against their word. They would
regret their actions. And the Empire would prevail.

Hatius turned and slipped away. He was a
slender figure in the waning sunlight. The years had not worn on
him; he had not been afflicted like Tycho had, and as the winter
wind blew, Tycho uttered something not unlike a prayer, to whatever
god would hear him, that Hatius would not see what Tycho had seen,
that he would not do what Tycho had done, that when Hatius reached
the age of forty he would be innocent and without regret.

But Tycho knew the chances of that were
slim.


~


The sun was setting and a campfire had been
built. The fire was burning away the wood, and the night’s chill
was waning. More shipments of food had arrived, salted pork and
beef, waybread, watered-down wine.

And in the flickering light of the fire Tycho
looked across, and saw that his centurion was approaching.

Pius was a little older than Tycho, no
nobleman, not an August or a Knight. But he had earned his
position; that was for sure, and while Tycho had improved little
beyond the humble rank of legionary, Pius had used his years to
advance.

In the light of the fire, Pius stretched his
right finger, beckoning Tycho silently.


~


The night was dark, and wind was on the
hills. Everywhere there seemed a note of dolour, and the silence of
the city defenders, the lack of battle, made all seem worse.

About a dozen other legionaries were there on
the hill with Tycho, plus Pius, but the city was drawing his
attention, a dark outline in the distance, and the glow of lamps
and fireplaces. Tycho wondered if Agatho Lornodoris—the grand
legate—was, in his poor estimation, intent on starving the city
out. But Tycho knew the soil was rich, and that Eioli was well
supplied. It might be more than a year before they broke.

“Congratulations,” Pius said in the midst of
the night noises, the crickets chirping, the wind gently gusting.
“You have been chosen for a special task, the ten of you. You are
the most experienced and elite of your centuries, and I am placing
you under the command of the most senior of you—Varius Tycho.

Tycho looked at Pius in astonishment. He
supposed it was no surprise. He had seen it all; he had been in
more battles and sieges than he could count.

“The Imperial Council has personally approved
this special operation,” Pius said. “For our spies have uncovered
something. An informant tells us there is a secret passage into the
city, into Eioli. It is more than a mile away, obscured by brush.
Your mission is to quietly enter and make sure not to attract
attention. You are to gather information about the city, to
identify its weaknesses. Then you are to quietly return the way you
have come.”

The mission sounded deceptively simple, but
Tycho knew it would be extraordinarily difficult. These ten men
were now at great risk to their lives, for if caught the Ugars were
notorious for their cruelty. And it was Tycho’s charge to get them
quickly in and out.

Tycho had risked death before, in missions
such as this. But as he looked on the dark outline of the city
walls, and the lights that glowed above it, he felt his stomach
twist to knots, and an uncharacteristic fear develop deep in his
gut. Eioli was a city of darkness and dark enchantment, and no one
here had ever seen its like. The Ugars did not let in foreigners,
least of all Imperials. They would glimpse things no outsider was
meant to glimpse; they were to observe things no one besides Ugars
had observed before.

“Mission accepted,” Tycho said, and the rest
of the soldiers began to grunt their approval. Perhaps they’d had
no choice, but affirmation was important; Tycho wanted to project
confidence that he did not have. The mission may be suicide but
nerves would increase the chances of disaster.

No doubt these legionaries were the best of
the best
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