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This book is dedicated to Bernard Cornwell for his wonderful battle scenes and to anyone who has wondered just why the legionnaires were so superior to their contemporaries beyond their borders. With your shield or on it, Marcus!




Upon his return to Amatista, Prefect Marcus Venandus quickly discovered that politics and greed remain the bane of the legionnaire. 

Seneca Liberus
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​Chapter One: A Brightly Feathered Shaft
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“It looks like a Triumph,” Severus Lupus whispered with a hint of actual awe in his tone. There were thousands of people lining the road ahead of them and they hadn’t even entered Amatista proper yet. The entire city had turned out to greet them, cheering, celebrating and generally having a good time. 

Marcus Venandus took in the mass of people hoping his own surprise was not evident in his face. He had expected general relief and happiness over their success at reopening the trade route to Ópalo in the east, but this massive turnout greatly exceeded anything he had imagined. 

“It does indeed,” Marcus agreed. “So, let’s treat it as one. Get the Black Hats armed and marching in column. Lord Haruwulf, if you would do us the honor of leading the caravan with your men?”

The master of horse of the city of Ópalo swelled with pride. Doubtless he believed that he had earned this prominent placement in the coming parade, but it also clearly satisfied him to learn that Marcus agreed with him.

“Then we’ll put half the Qing Black Hats led by Vigil Kang Quan behind Lord Haruwulf’s cavalry,” Marcus continued. Quan was the cousin of Marcus’ second wife—one of the three he had inherited from his half-brother according to the local custom. Putting him in a prominent position would serve many purposes, not the least of which was making his wife’s family very happy with him.

“Next we’ll put all the wagons,” Marcus continued. It would take a long time for all of them to pass as there were nearly three hundred of them—most packed with badly needed grain. It was undoubtedly the wagons that had the city in such a state of excitement. “Then we’ll put Warrior Atta and his horsemen, the rest of the Qing Black Hats and the Gente archers with myself and my senior officers bringing up the rear.”

“I’ll lend you three magnificent horses,” Haruwulf told Marcus. “And don’t bother to tell me that legionnaires walk. Without the horses, the crowd won’t be able to see you and they won’t know who to cheer.” 

Marcus bowed to the necessity. If they were back in Aquila he’d have ridden in a chariot for the Triumph. Horseback wouldn’t be too terrible a thing. 

He permitted himself a satisfied grin. “All right then, let’s go parade.”
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So many people lined the streets that Marcus began to wonder if there was anyone in Amatista who had not come out to welcome them home. The city had been suffering from alleged bandits who had been interfering with their trade to the east, especially the trade with their coastal neighbor, Ópalo. In the last year, the banditry had strengthened into an informal siege. At the same time, Amatista’s northern neighbors had restricted their own trade with the city-state causing the price of bread to nearly triple. By reopening the eastern passes at least temporarily, Marcus had made it possible for food to start to flow west again. This would not only lower the immediate price of grain but permit the city to strengthen its stores for the coming winter. If they could keep the passes open until the snows came, Amatista should be able to make it to spring without losing thousands of people to hunger and risking the riots that came with such scarcity. So, it wasn’t really surprising that the people were out cheering for the man who’d given them hope again, but the sheer scale overwhelmed him. Was it possible that all of this was spontaneous?

Any thought that the celebration was unplanned disappeared after they wound their way through the city streets to the Victory Plaza which covered some sixteen acres of cobblestoned land in the southern part of the city. The thegn’s palace sat on the southern border of the plaza across from the Temple of Fulgus on the northern side, and the large Cortez building—the primary court of the Gente señors—dominated the eastern edge. Impressive smaller buildings filled the rest of the space—some temples and shrines to other gods in the Gota and Gente pantheons and others whose purpose Marcus didn’t know. In essence, the Victory Plaza served much the same function as the Aquilan forum—it was the main gathering point in the city for Gota and Gente alike and was dominated by an impressive fountain in the middle with large statues commemorating Gota heroes scattered about the rest of the open space. 

The parade had entered the plaza from the east to pass in front of the main fountain with the wagons and most of the soldiers continuing on to the west while Lord Haruwulf dismounted to join the thegn, his family, top officials and yes, Marcus’ three wives, on the raised stone platform that surrounded the fountain. Haruwulf must have pulled Caravan Master Manuel and Vigil Kang Quan from the passing parade because they stood near to him as well. 

As Marcus, Severus and Calidus entered the plaza to thunderous acclaim, Warrior Atta dismounted his horse and climbed the platform to stand with Lord Haruwulf. A minute later, the Gente archer, Vigil Diego, took his place beside them. 

Marcus and his two fellow Aquilans were two hundred yards into the plaza now and the din of the mob was nearly deafening. It was a heady feeling—thousands of people shouting out their approval. Men had darted out from the sides of the street throughout the entire journey just to touch his boots as he passed or to try and bump fists in the Gota fashion. The women had done the same with many making intriguingly lewd suggestions which, had he not just been saddled with three jealous wives, he would have enjoyed contemplating. 

This was what a Triumph must feel like and while Marcus knew that his accomplishments thus far were minor compared to what would ultimately be needed, it felt good to bask in the acclaim of the citizens of his adopted city. 

Severus leaned over toward him from his horse as they rode, shouting to be heard over the crowd. “Remember you’re a man and not a god.”

Marcus laughed. In Aquila, a slave stood behind the praetor who’d been granted a Triumph and whispered that mantra in his ear throughout the entire celebration.

“Look out!” 

Severus grabbed Marcus by the front of his shirt and yanked him out of the saddle, crashing with him to the ground. An instant later, Marcus’ borrowed horse screamed and bolted into the crowd—a brightly feathered shaft sticking out of its neck through its thick mane. 
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​Chapter Two: A Lot of Experience with Riots
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“How are you feeling? Do you need a healer?” Thegn Beremund of Amatista asked as he strode into the small chamber in his palace that Marcus had been taken to after the celebration in the Victory Plaza had transformed into a riot. He was a large man adorned with gaudy rings and thick armbands of silver and gold and a long unkempt red beard. 

“No,” Marcus informed him. Magical healing put a man in a deep curative trance for hours or days on end. He certainly couldn’t afford to be out of action for an extended period right now. “Nothing’s broken,” he continued. “I’ve suffered worse injuries.” He wasn’t absolutely certain his ribs were intact, but he thought he’d only strained them in the shock of Severus pulling him off his horse. It was the only good news of the afternoon. “Do we know how many people have died?” he asked the thegn.

The big man with the unkempt red beard shook his head. “Not yet—but there will be a lot of them and the stories will make it sound as if ten times as many actually fell. Totila’s out there now trying to restore order.”

Now it was Marcus’ turn to shake his head. “I admit I couldn’t see much of what was happening after Severus pulled me from my horse, but it looked to me as if Lord Totila was causing much of the bloodshed—”

“Of course, I was,” Totila announced as he strode into room. “The Gente need to be kept in their place!” 

Estela, Marcus’ Gente first wife, frowned but did not contradict the cousin of the thegn. Avina, Marcus’ Gota third wife, nodded vigorously in agreement with Totila. As usual, his second wife, the daughter of a Ttang silk manufacturer, showed no sign of her emotions. All three women had been vigorously arguing over which of them should tend to Marcus’ injuries—embarrassing him with their fussing without actually helping him with his scrapes and bruises.

The only other person in the room was Marcus’ trusted friend and advisor, Severus Lupus. The black vigil of the Aquilan legions had been with Marcus since he first graduated from the lycee and together with Red Vigil Calidus, had accompanied Marcus into his exile here in the north while they waited for the plodding Senate to come to its senses and reverse the unearned punishment. Calidus had disappeared in the chaos, but Marcus wasn’t too worried about him yet. Calidus always managed to turn up again. 

“Just to be clear, Lord Totila,” Marcus asked, “what precisely did they do wrong that required your intervention—other than flee a dying rampaging horse?”

Totila frowned, clearly not enjoying Marcus’ criticism. “I had to protect the thegn in case the Gente rioted.” 

Estela’s eyes burned hot, but she said nothing. 

“We have a lot of experience with riots in Aquila,” Marcus announced. “More than one million people live in the city and hundreds of thousands more come in from the countryside whenever there is any kind of celebration. So, I’m speaking from experience when I say that charging cavalry into a panicking crowd never calms the situation.” 

“The Gente need to know whose—”

“I know, I know,” Marcus held up a hand to forestall any further justifications. “The Gota have held on to power for two centuries by making certain that the Gente keep a healthy fear of them but take a moment to consider what actually occurred. The Gente, together with the Gota and the Qing, had gathered to celebrate a victory that their thegn had made possible. What’s more, it was accomplished by the combined efforts of Gota, Gente and Qing. This was a moment where your city was united in happiness—supporting the thegn. Now unless I miss my guess, the Gente and probably the Qing hate you Gota more than ever.”

“Someone had tried to murder you!” Totila snapped as if he truly couldn’t understand why Marcus was complaining. 

“Yes, I know, but instead of being angry at the assassin, all of that rage now has been redirected at you and the Gota.” He pivoted so he could address the leader of Amatista. “Thegn Beremund, you need to take decisive action to alleviate that anger and if we can, redirect it back where it belongs.” 

Totila grabbed Marcus’ shoulder, further straining his ribs, and spun him back about. “You have no business advising—”

“Totila,” the thegn said. “I’d like to hear what he has to say. Part of the value of my new prefect is that he sees the world through different eyes than we do. Let’s just hear what he has to say.”

Unhappily, the thegn’s cousin let go of Marcus and allowed him to continue speaking.

“Thank you, sir,” Marcus said. He forced himself not to touch his ribs which Totila had just aggravated. “What I’m going to suggest will be hard for you, but I want you to keep in mind two things as I explain what I think you should do. First, while Lord Totila was admirably motivated to protect you, he made a mistake in how he went about it.”

“I did not—”

“Cousin!” Thegn Beremund cut the lord off again.

“The second thing to keep in mind is that Amatista is on the verge of a major war with its neighbors. It is probably not possible to stop that war from happening although we still might be able to weaken the alliance against us and strengthen our own. Under these circumstances, we cannot afford to have the Gente in rebellion. They make up eight out of ten of all of your subjects. We simply cannot fight a foreign war and a civil war of that magnitude at the same time.” 

“That’s why I had to put them in their place!” Totila argued. 

Marcus had to work hard to keep from sighing. “I’m not doubting your motivations, Lord Totila, but can’t you see that attacking the crowd as you did will only increase the anger which all Gente seem to hold toward the Gota? You have elevated their rage at an event that should have diminished it and I’ll bet whoever arranged the attack on me counted on someone reacting as you did.” 

Unable to convince Marcus he was right, Totila turned to the thegn. “Surely you see I was trying to protect you.” 

“I never doubted it,” Thegn Beremund assured him. “I—”

“I must see Thegn Beremund immediately,” a gruff Gota voice announced to the guards outside the door. 

Moments later, Ansila, Master of Horse of Amatista, effectively the thegn’s chief administrator, strode into the room. “I have found the assassin!” he announced with great aplomb. 

Every face in the room turned toward him.

“It was a fucking filthy Qing!” the master of horse declared. He stared hard at Marcus’ wife, Sujean, for a moment before turning back to the thegn and laughing. “His bow was actually taller than him, if you can believe it.”

“You can’t trust the Qing for anything!” Avina, Marcus’ third wife, snarled. 

“I’d like to be present for the interrogation,” Severus said from the corner of the room.

“Won’t be possible,” Ansila said. “He’s dead by his own hand.” He shook his head. “The stupid bastard killed himself with his own knife.”

Marcus glanced at Sujean. 

Without any expression on her face or in her voice she noted, “It possible. Some Qing very loyal to emperor. Could kill self.”

“I’d like to see the body, the place he shot at the prefect from, and the place you found him,” Severus said.

“I too,” Sujean volunteered.

Incredulous expressions crossed the faces of every other person in the room.

A flash of puzzlement crossed Sujean’s features. “What? I tell if Qing or Ttang.” 

From the blank expressions of the Gota in the room, Marcus realized that they did not know there were different peoples among the race the west collectively called the Qing. “My second wife is Ttang, not Qing,” Marcus informed them. “It’s the country conquered by the Qing Empire just before this latest wave of refugee migrations started some forty years ago.”

He could see the light of comprehension ignite in the thegn’s eyes. “I never thought about them as truly different,” he said. “They’ve always just been the Qing.” 

“But it is a distinction that is important to us,” Marcus explained, “because the Ttang pretty much uniformly hate the Qing Empire and it is highly unlikely one of them would kill himself to cover up a crime conducted on the behalf of the emperor.” 

“So, it was a Qing,” Totila shrugged as if that explained everything.

Marcus opened his hands as if to say, that’s what we want to find out.

“If I might ask a few questions, master of horse,” Severus intruded.

As an Aquilan with the rank of black vigil in the legions, Severus commanded a significant amount of respect on his own account, and Ansila graciously gave his consent.

“Where did the assassin attack from?”

Ansila’s answer was immediate and precise, “The Cortez on the east side of the plaza. We think that he slipped out a window from the upper story of the building.  You must have seen it as you came in. There is a ledge—not really a balcony—that circles the entire building and is decorated with mini columns. We think that this bastard Qing climbed out the window and hid behind one of the columns until the prefect came into view. Then he stepped between two columns, lined up his shot and let fly. If you hadn’t caught sight of the arrow and pulled the prefect out of the way, it would have struck him solidly in the back.”

Severus wasted no time basking in the praise of his accomplishment. “So, the horse is hit. What happened next?”

“Well, you saw that,” Ansila said. “The crowd panicked and—”

“No, I mean what did you do next.” 

“Oh, I made certain that the thegn was secure, but the moment I saw that Lord Totila had succeeded in driving the crowd back from the fountain I grabbed my men and made for the Cortez. It was the only place the arrow could have come from.” 

“And how long would you say that it took you to reach the room where you found the assassin?” Severus asked.

Marcus finally understood what his friend was driving at, but it was clear that no one else did—at least, none of the other men. It was always difficult to tell what was going on in Sujean’s head.

“I don’t know,” the master of horse admitted as he tried to calculate the lapsed time. “It wasn’t quick. We had to push our way through the crowd and find the right room.” 

“And did others precede you there?” Severus asked. 

“To the room, you mean?” Ansila clarified. “No, my men were the ones who found it.” 

“Fulgus rot them!” the thegn suddenly cursed. 

When everyone, including Ansila, turned to look at him, the thegn explained his unhappiness. “He’s wondering why the assassin didn’t just walk away. Minutes had passed. The Qing are everywhere, just like the Gente. Why kill himself?” 

“He could have wanted to make certain we wouldn’t catch him,” Ansila suggested, but it was obvious from the hesitancy in his voice that he didn’t believe this himself.

“I have a different question,” Marcus said, “and I may need to ask my own bowmen for the answer. How hard was that shot to make? I’m not an archer. How good did the assassin have to be to be sure of killing me at...how far was the shot, anyway?” 

“Nearly three hundred yards,” Ansila informed him.

“That’s a long shot,” Marcus said, “is it not?” 

“Yes,” the thegn confirmed. “Not impossibly long, but far from certain kill range.” 

“Was the arrow that killed the horse kept?” Severus asked. 

“I don’t know,” the thegn said. 

“Please find out,” Marcus said. “It should be checked for enchantment, as should the bow.”

Heads nodded all around the room in agreement.

“And let’s make that standard practice from now on. When someone tries to kill one of us, we keep everything and check for magic.” 

The thegn agreed before returning to an earlier topic. “Before Ansila arrived, prefect, you were about to explain what you think I need to do to calm the tensions in my city. Would you start again?”

Totila immediately frowned, but then that was easy to understand. Marcus had made it clear that he thought extraordinary action was necessary because of the gross overreaction of the Gota lord. 

Marcus assumed an at rest posture—back straight, hands behind him—that he used when briefing his superiors in the legion. “To recap, the efforts of Lord Totila to assure your safety had the unintended consequence of redirecting the anger of the mob from the assassin to yourself.” 

Lord Totila immediately huffed himself up to argue but Marcus cut him off. “It could be no other way. You killed many Gente in creating a barrier between them and the thegn.”

He turned back to Beremund. “And all of this occurred as we contemplate a probable war with Diamonte and its allies. We need to do something dramatic to demonstrate to the Gente how angry you are that any of your subjects were hurt and how sad you are that so many Gente were injured or killed as a result of your cousin’s efforts to protect you.”

“That will make us look soft,” Totila protested. 

“I don’t think so,” Marcus disagreed, “but then I know what I’m going to suggest.”

The thegn made a get-on-with-it gesture.

“I think that you need to personally attend at least the first of the funerals. More or all would be better, but at least the first,” Marcus told him. 

The eyes around the room went wide—even Sujean’s who normally showed so little emotion. “It might be even better if you announced a funeral procession for all of the dead, paid for by yourself.”

“What?” Totila shouted, while Ansila shook his head and complained, “That would be very expensive.”

“Not as expensive as a civil war,” Marcus told him, “but I don’t see why the Association can’t pick up the costs if you think that’s the problem. The big advantage to a single procession is that you will get a major crowd to hear the thegn when he speaks to this tragedy.”

“You mean a major mob ready to riot!” Totila exploded.

“When the thegn addresses the crowd, he must express anger over the deaths but place the blame squarely on Amatista’s enemies who provoked everything with their assassination attempt.”  

Totila opened his mouth to reject the idea but stopped before the first word of condemnation escaped his lips. “That’s not as fucking bad an idea as I expected.” He looked at his cousin. “The procession would be expensive, but maybe...” He shrugged and turned to the master of horse. “What do you think?”

Ansila had not been sold on the idea. “I don’t see why this would make the Gente suddenly love us.” 

“It won’t,” Marcus agreed. “I don’t think anything would do that. What we’re trying to do is to redirect their anger away from the thegn and the Gota of Amatista toward someone else. As to why this would do that, I have two reasons for your consideration. First, am I correct in thinking that nothing like this has ever been done before? Has the thegn ever made a dramatic gesture of this nature?”

“No,” Thegn Beremund stated. “Not only have I not done something like this, but I don’t think that any of my ancestors have. We have always ruled through strength.”

“This isn’t showing weakness,” Marcus argued. “It’s letting your people see and share in what I assume is your genuine anger over the situation.” 

Beremund nodded slowly. “For the sake of argument—and I mean that, I’m not agreeing to this plan yet—but for the sake of argument, do you really think this will substantially alleviate my subjects’ rage?” He looked at Estela. “You’re Gente. How would you react if I did this?” 

Estela squirmed with discomfort. 

“Well?” the thegn prompted her.

She looked to Marcus for help.

“I’d like you to think about something,” Marcus told her. “Thegn Beremund rules Gente but I’ll bet there are none who will tell him what they honestly think. He understands that your people despise his—the great tragedy of the north is that all three of its peoples hate each other. Tell him—tell us all—what you honestly think.” 

Estela swallowed hard, then said in a rush, “The words sound nice, but it will seem self-serving.”

Totila swelled with triumph, but before he could speak, Marcus quietly observed. “I know. That’s what I thought too. But what will the reaction be when the thegn announces that he is so upset that the enemies of Amatista have caused this new friction between her peoples—goading the Gota to attack the Gente while wrongly placing the blame for the assassination attempt on the Qing—that he has decided to do what he can to reverse the harm? He will offer a stipend to the widows and orphans of today’s tragedy.” 

Every mouth in the room opened in astonishment. 

“A stipend?” Estela repeated. “The thegn will pay a stipend to the survivors of the dead?” 

Marcus turned to stare the thegn directly in the eye. “Not a large one, perhaps, but not a small one either. Ideally you would make it annual, but it doesn’t have to be forever. For boys and girls, it can be until they turn sixteen. For the widows it can be until they remarry. And for parents who have lost their only child, for as long as they would have been dependent upon him.”

“Have you any idea how much money you’re talking about?” Totila exploded. 

“Not much when compared with losing everything when Diamonte attacks us,” Marcus countered. 

“This is not...” the thegn began before uncharacteristically trailing off. “I mean, no thegn has ever—”

“Think carefully before you speak, sir,” Marcus urged him. “Because I will bet that thegns have often paid stipends to the families of Gota killed in your service.”

“But these are Gente!” Ansila protested. 

“They are all your subjects. And if war comes, as I think we all know it will, we will need the Gente on our side, not seething with rebellion at our backs.”

“This is nonsense!” Totila insisted. “The thegn does not pay the Gente for rebelling!”

“No one rebelled,” Marcus countered. “Surely even you who raced in to attack the crowd realize that they were only fleeing from my wounded horse.” He held up his hands to forestall the inevitable protest. “Yes, there was some danger to the thegn. We all agree that when that many people surges in panic, it can quickly turn dangerous. Your actions drove the crowd to flee away from our leader instead of toward him. But they weren’t rioting. They were fleeing.” 

“Actually, they tried to attack your wagons and steal your grain,” Ansila said.

Marcus hadn’t known that but neither did he let it divert him. “Crowds often do foolish things when they get riled up and I think we can all agree that an unintended consequence of Lord Totila’s actions was that it riled up the crowd.”

Marcus’ wives were less easily diverted than the men. As if they were one person, they stared in shock at Marcus for not even worrying about his goods, then they turned to Ansila and demanded answers.

“What happened to the wagons?”

“You say try?”

“Did they fucking get our stuff?”

Thegn Beremund, despite the seriousness of the conversation, seemed to find these outbursts quite amusing. “You know, Marcus, I thought you were just holding out for a better title when you refused to let me call you señor. But now I believe you when you say you simply aren’t a merchant—or a Gota either. You didn’t waste a moment worrying about your wealth.” 

“It’s not really what’s important here,” Marcus protested, “but if everyone insists on knowing, I suppose you better tell us what happened Master Ansila, so that we can resume our more serious business.” 

“Your Qing guardsmen stopped them,” the master of horse said. “I saw it all from the top of the Cortez building. Somehow your man, Calidus, pushed through the crowd and got those little Qing in their black hats lined up closing the mouth of the street the wagons had gone into and when the crowd pressed up against them they knocked them back with their shields and the back ends of their spears.” 

Marcus nodded as if this news failed to even slightly surprise him. In truth, he was impressed that Calidus had had the presence of mind to realize that a crowd turned into a rioting mob would turn its attention on the wagons loaded with food and trade goods, but he acted as if this was just the sort of behavior he expected from his officers. “In Aquila, we learned a long time ago that crowd control is better done with clubs, rather than blades. People just intuitively understand that when you attack with swords, you’re trying to kill someone, but when you attack with clubs you’re only trying to get them to stop doing what they’re doing. Flipping the spears around was a smart way of making that point here. It undoubtedly minimized the anger the Gente are going to feel moving forward.” 

“At least the anger they feel toward you,” the thegn noted. “Totila here killed a lot of them.”

“That’s truly unfortunate. We cannot afford to widen the divisions between Gota and Gente at this time.”

“I—”

“He’s right, Totila,” the master of horse said. “And you’ve got your daughter’s wedding coming up. You cannot afford to have the Gente mobs trying to spoil it.”

Totila glowered at Estela as if she, as a Gente, would automatically wish to spoil his daughter’s wedding. 

Marcus stepped between them, but before he could speak the thegn intervened. “You really think that these stipends will make everything all right again?”

“Oh, no,” Marcus said. “As far as I can tell things have never been all right between the Gota and the Gente. I mean, you Gota have ruled the Jeweled Cities for two hundred years and your two peoples still hate each other. At this point it is unlikely that anything can alter that.”

“Then why—” Ansila began.

“In politics,” Marcus interrupted, “there is something called the narrative.” He had learned these lessons from his grandfather while still a boy. His grandfather had hated what was happening in Aquilan politics—more and more patricians seeking to use their state offices purely for personal gain—but he was not only a patrician. His grandfather was a senator and he understood quite a bit about the politics Marcus so hated. “Right now, the narrative is the Gota just attacked the Gente for no reason. We want to change that narrative to one which I hope is the truth. The thegn is very upset that many of his Gente subjects were killed.”

All eyes turned to Thegn Beremund. “That’s not all I’m upset about.”

“Oh, I know that,” Marcus assured him. “But if a narrative becomes too complicated it loses its power to persuade. The Gota just attacked us is a simple and easily communicated message. You can’t counter that with: Someone tried to murder Prefect Marcus and in the resulting chaos, a lot of Gente seemed to be threatening the thegn and loyal Gota moved forcefully to protect him and accidentally killed a bunch of people doing so.”

Even Totila began to smile by the end of Marcus’ short speech. 

“Do you really think that the thegn is upset over these deaths is going to drown out the Gota attacked the Gente narrative?” Ansila asked.

“No,” Marcus said. “Given the history between your peoples, I don’t think anything could do that. But it will shape the other narrative. The Gota attacked us, and the thegn is really angry about it.” 

“Because the Gente are my people too,” Beremund mused as if the thought had never occurred to him before. 

“Aquila governs a lot of other peoples,” Marcus reminded them, “and we suffer our fair share of revolts. In the early years, it takes a fairly strong hand to force the conquered to accept that they have new rulers, but you have to craft that relationship over time into something less contentious. An expression of regret, followed by the stipends, could serve as the beginning of this process.”

The thegn turned back to Estela. “Do you think this will work? Is it enough?” 

Marcus answered for her. “Look, you’re not going to fine Lord Totila for racing to your defense.” 

“I should say not!” Totila exclaimed.

“And that really might be perceived as a sign of weakness even if you wanted to. Considering that you have never done something like this before, I think it is a remarkable gesture. It will be noticed, and it will shock and frustrate our enemies.” 

“Right now,” Severus observed, “Diamonte knows that it is stronger than you because it has a lot more money and a lot more Gota. But if you can get the Qing and especially the Gente to truly back you as their thegn, you will instantly become much stronger than Diamonte believes possible. The prefect can show you how to raise an army that will wipe any mob they try to put under arms right off the field of battle.”

“But if our army is at home suppressing Gente revolts, you’re going to have to face everything Diamonte and its allies can throw at you alone,” Marcus finished.

“I’ll think about it,” the thegn promised.

“Beremund!” Totila complained.

“I will think about it,” the thegn repeated. “Now why don’t you take your wives home and go see to your wagons? You have a lot to get done while the sun is still in the sky.”

“And try not to get yourself killed,” Ansila added. “We may not like everything you have to say, but we’re very pleased with the results. Reopening the pass to Ópalo is a big fucking deal. We expect more from you.”

“We’ll have to speak more about that soon,” Marcus told them. “You got my letter, Thegn Beremund?”

The thegn nodded. “I agree. We have much to talk about. I’ll give you a couple of days to rest before I summon you. Thegn Alaric and Lord Evorik of Topacio should be here by then, and I’d like all of us to be in agreement before we begin negotiations with Haruwulf of Ópalo. You made some interesting suggestions. I haven’t made up my mind yet, but I want to talk more.”

“What suggestions?” Totila demanded. 

“Cousin, don’t you think you’ve caused me enough trouble today? You can wait! I don’t want to argue anymore.”

Totila’s glare followed Marcus and his family out of the room. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Three: Even More Complicated
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The main thoroughfares were mostly clear by the time Marcus and his wives left the palace, with Gota horsemen riding in troops ordering the people back into their homes. As no one had mentioned a curfew, Marcus wondered if these men were acting on their own initiative, or on orders from Totila, Thegn Beremund, or any of a half-dozen other important officials who probably had the clout to make this sort of thing happen. 

He shook his head unhappily from within the carriage. Totila’s ridiculous overreaction had badly inflamed the situation and this heavy hand now on the part of the Gota could only make matters worse. Even in his brief time living within this city he had perceived the intense resentment that the Gente bore for their rulers. To strengthen that seething rage at this time—with foreign enemies positioning themselves to break Amatista—was quite simply madness and Marcus wasn’t certain that anyone but himself understood how stupid they were being. They couldn’t see past their prejudices and their hatred and as a result they didn’t fully grasp that they were risking everything. 

“You’re awfully quiet, Marcus,” Estela noted from her place beside him in the carriage. 

Marcus did not like these elaborately decorated wheeled transports. First, they were designed to be conspicuous displays of the owner’s wealth—something which was becoming all too common back home in Aquila despite the strong traditions opposed to the practice. Second, despite the plush cushions, the ride was anything but comfortable. Amatista paved its streets with rounded cobblestones which made the carriage bounce along in the most jarring of fashions. Marcus hated it, much preferring to walk or if need be, ride on horseback. Unfortunately, with all three of his wives present he could not diplomatically have refused to journey home with them—not without giving the public the impression that he didn’t get along with any of them. 

He decided it was time to get to work. “Just thinking about all that needs to be done,” Marcus lied. “When we get home today, would you, Estela, and you, Sujean, each send a messenger to your fathers asking them to come and meet with me today or tomorrow if they feel it is safe to do so? That last point is important. I’d rather come to them than risk harm to either man.” 

“You don’t want to meet with my uncle?” Avina asked as if this oversight had been a grievous insult to her.

“I already know how the Gota are reacting to this crisis,” Marcus told her. “I need insight into how the Gente and the Qing are responding.” 

“Why?” Avina asked with genuine confusion. “I don’t understand why you’re so upset by this. The Gente riot and the Gota put them back in their place. That is the way of things in the Jeweled Cities. You cannot change that.” 

Her remarks brought a frighteningly venomous glare from Estela and yet the comments were helpful to Marcus because they demonstrated how ingrained the Gota reactions were. Avina was not a ruler or a decision maker or even particularly well educated, so her response quite likely mirrored that of the majority of her people. 

“The problem with your statement,” Marcus explained, “is that the Gota put the Gente down before they started to riot and as I tried to explain to the thegn, that aggravates the ill will between your two peoples at a time when Amatista may not be able to survive the expressions of such enmity.” 

“You’re just a foreigner,” Avina dismissed his observation. “You understand nothing.” 

Marcus turned back to Estela. “If we can’t calm these tensions down, what is likely to happen next?” 

“I don’t understand,” his first wife told him. 

“Will there be more riots? Will a curfew keep people off the streets? How will the Gota and the Gente react moving forward?” 

Again, Estela looked blankly at him, but Sujean stepped in with the information he needed. “We see this often in Jeweled Cities. Two things happen. First, Gota say no crowds, but Gente no listen. Have big funeral.”

Marcus nodded thoughtfully. If the thegn did not handle the funerals as he had suggested, they could turn into yet another provocation. If he were an agent of Diamonte in this city, he would try to make that happen. “You said two things.”

“Gente start kill Gente who work with Gota.” 

“You mean they’ll start assassinating Gente who are too friendly with the city’s rulers?” 

“Yes.” 

That was bad. That was probably worse than Marcus had feared because it greatly spread the violence by making it factional within the Gente people. “Will the Association be considered working with the Gota?” 

“Yes,” Sujean repeated.

“In the past,” Estela volunteered, “Juan Pablo was able to buy many of his extra shares of the Association from the families of assassinated señors. Those good Gente refused to sell them to the Gota, so they came to him.”

“Think many try kill Honored Husband for same reason,” Sujean added.

“What?”

“Honored Husband like Gente who work with Gota,” Sujean explained. 

“Yes, he was, wasn’t he,” Marcus considered. “I thought that the Gente were primarily motivated by greed, envy, and resentment toward Juan Pablo, but it’s more complicated isn’t it?”

“I don’t understand that,” Avina said. 

Her question surprised Marcus because his youngest wife rarely evidenced any interest in the non-Gota parts of her world. 

He tried to explain it to her. “Many—perhaps even most—of the señors want what Juan Pablo built. They envy his control of the silk trade. They also blame him for the influx of Qing into the city and resent that the Qing are taking jobs away from the Gente. But what Sujean is saying is that Juan Pablo’s willingness to build cooperation between different peoples—especially with the Gota—is another reason that many Gente hated him.”

Estela frowned. “It’s true. There are many who believe that any Gente who helps the Gota is a traitor to his people.”

“And those Gente will fiercely hate me too,” Marcus acknowledged.

“I don’t understand that,” Avina admitted again. “You’re not Gente.”

“No, I’m not, but what I am struggling to do is build a working partnership between the Gota, the Gente and the Qing. That is going to make those who hated Juan Pablo hate me as well, because anything that lessens the tensions between Gente and Gota helps the Gota.” 

The carriage transmitted a particularly jarring bump to its passengers. 

“That’s why the man tried to kill you,” Avina said.

“It is one possibility,” Marcus admitted. “We can’t forget that others, especially among our foreign enemies, have reason to see me dead as well.” As do some of your relatives, he added silently. Dowries would have been returned to families and then the fight over Juan Pablo’s estate would have begun. Some male relatives would have benefited from this inheritance.

“What we do now?” Sujean asked. 

“Prepare for the funerals and think up a backup plan for what to do when Lord Totila convinces the thegn not to give those stipends. You’d think he was being forced to pay them out of his own pocket.” Which he should be forced to do seeing as it was his idiocy that caused the whole problem. 

“He is, sort of,” Estela observed.

“How so?” Marcus asked. 

“Lord Totila is Thegn Beremund’s heir,” Estela observed. Her tone of voice lightly chastised him for forgetting this crucial piece of information except that Marcus was completely certain that no one had ever mentioned the fact to him before.

“What about Thegn Beremund’s children?” Marcus asked.

“No children,” Sujean volunteered.

“None at all?” Marcus asked. Surely in a society that embraced polygamy that was an unusual circumstance, but then Juan Pablo had had three wives but no children, so it was clearly possible. 

“Not even any bastards,” Avina added. “His balls must be really small.” 

For the first time that Marcus ever recalled seeing, Estela smiled at one of Avina’s comments. Sujean’s fan appeared and quickly covered her mouth. Was the thegn’s lack of children making him a laughingstock in the city? A basic lack of respect for him could make everything they faced that much harder to overcome.

“So, the marriage between Lord Totila’s daughter and the son of the Thegn of Granate—”

“Could determine who will ultimately rule Amatista,” Estela finished his sentence. 

“But not for several years,” Avina added.

Marcus didn’t agree with her. He’d often been told how common assassination was in the city and now the ultimate leadership of Amatista was a mere two deaths away from possibly falling into the hands of a city aligned against them. “How many children does Lord Totila have?” he asked. 

“Three,” Sujean informed him. “He have two son and one daughter.” 

None of whom were guaranteed their spot in the inheritance, especially if one of the children was married to a man with the army of an entire city-state backing his claims to power. 

Things were even more complicated than he had thought.
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​Chapter Four: How Many Men Are We Looking For?
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“If things continue to fall into the crapper, where do we stand?” Marcus asked Severus as he, the black vigil, and Calidus lounged on the couches he’d installed in his dead brother’s office. It was the only thing he’d bought for himself since inheriting his brother’s fortune and he knew his men appreciated this small touch of civilization in this barbarous northern land. 

Each man had a cup of wine to help him mull over this latest downturn in their situation. They needed the breather. It had been an incredibly hectic afternoon—not just because of the assassination attempt and its riotous aftermath, but the need to get the wagons unloaded and their contents safely stored away. Food was at a premium in Amatista due to the economic embargo that its neighbors to the north had inflicted upon the city-state and with law and order at least temporarily uncertain thanks to Totila’s idiocy, they had decided to bring all of Marcus’ wagons back to the estate where his Black Hat cavern guards and Atta’s warriors could protect the cargo. The problem was that there really wasn’t room in the estate buildings to hold fifty wagons worth of grain and other valuable supplies so this was at best a temporary expedient. Marcus needed to plan out the short-term tactical steps they needed to take if they were to achieve their midterm goal of stabilizing the city against internal strife and their long-term objective of building a force that could defend the city against its hostile neighbors. 

Severus met his eyes over his cup of wine. “With the Qing Black Hats under your command, we’re probably in the best position of anyone in the city to contain the situation if things continue to get out of hand.”

“Even better than the Gota with their cavalry?” Calidus asked. “They cut through the crowd today like the proverbial hot knife through butter.” 

“Yes,” Severus insisted. “The cavalry works well in large open areas like the Victory Plaza, but urban fighting usually gets decided in a lot of narrow streets. Horses aren’t so good there when people can throw rocks and slate shingles from roof tops. No, if things get truly out of hand, we’ve got the best soldiers in the city even considering how green they are. The big problem is that there aren’t nearly enough of them. We need thousands not the five hundred or so we currently have.” 

“And half of what we have is barely trained, the other half only modestly so,” Marcus observed. “We don’t currently have the staff to instruct and command the manos we already have and now we’re talking about trying to what—triple their numbers? Quintuple them? This is a logistical nightmare. I seriously doubt that we can arm that many in the short term, much less armor them. And I’d hoped to have time to finish training our first recruits so they could help us train the new ones, but they’re really not ready for that, are they?”

“No,” Severus agreed. “They’re just beginning to shape up as poorly trained green legionnaires.” 

Marcus frowned, mulling the problem over in his mind for a full minute before speaking again. “Let’s take a step back and tally our strengths and weaknesses.” He held up a finger. “Weakness number one, Amatista is involved in an undeclared war which we fear is about to turn into a declared one.” He held up a second finger. “Weakness number two, thanks to the poor judgment of Lord Totila, the perennially rebellious Gente—who make up around eighty percent of the population—are seething with renewed anger and resentment.” He held up a third finger. “Three, Gota efforts to control the situation are likely to only make it worse, possibly leading to outright civil war.” He held up his fourth finger. “Finally, we’re in the middle of it,” he unfolded his thumb so that all five of the digits of his hand were showing, “and all we’ve got to help us are the untrained Qing.” 

He looked at both men. “Am I missing anything?” 

Severus shook his head and Calidus said, “That sums it up rather nicely.” 

“Good, so what are our strengths?”

“The Qing have the potential to make excellent soldiers,” Severus noted. “They are highly disciplined and understand the need to follow orders without discussion. They also do not like the Gente so—” 

“That last point is as much weakness as strength,” Marcus interrupted. “Nobody likes anybody else in the Jeweled Cities.”

“But it’s a short-term asset,” Severus argued. 

“Perhaps it is,” Marcus conceded to avoid getting them bogged down on a small point. “What other strengths do we have?” 

They paused for a moment. Finally, Severus said, “You’ve inherited a lot of wealth from your half-brother, and your position in the Association and the identities of your three wives places you in the unique position of having positive influence with all three ethnic groups in Amatista.” 

“That really wasn’t what I meant,” Marcus complained.

“But it’s true, and it means you probably have the pull to expand our Qing Black Hats into a sizable military force without bringing the thegn crashing down on you.” 

“If we could figure out how to train them,” Calidus muttered with uncharacteristic defeatism. “We just don’t have time to build the manos up slowly as you had initially planned.”

“Well, I’ve been thinking about that and I may just have a solution to the problem,” Marcus said before taking another long sip of wine. 

His two subordinates stared at him expectantly. 

“Calidus is going to travel back to Fort Defiance on the Sea of Grass as quickly as possible. Atta will pick out a couple of men to accompany you. You’ll need to bring a couple of my rapidly diminishing store of amphorae of wine with you as a gift for the new fort commander and seek his permission to recruit for me several of the legionnaires who fought the savages with us.”

“Is there a new commander?” Severus asked.

“I don’t know,” Marcus admitted, “but if there isn’t, this will be even easier because the wine becomes a gift to whatever man Thegn Alaric of Topacio has put in charge of the fort while he waits for Aquila to send a new legion. That man will not give us any trouble over a few infantrymen he doesn’t believe are all that much help anyway. But if there is a legion commander, Calidus is going to have to talk fast. I’ll send a letter explaining the situation up here and telling him that Aquila’s continued trade with the Jeweled Cities heavily depends on keeping Amatista and Topacio alive in the face of their enemies. You can take a goodly amount of silver to pass out as bribes if you need it, but I think it would be better if we could avoid anything that...crass.” 

Calidus nodded. “How much can I pay?” 

“That depends,” Marcus said. “If it’s men we know like Black Vigil Lysander, pay anything you must to get them. I’m thinking twice the standard legion pay like the two of you are getting, but give him a signing bonus if need be.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “That reminds me. Draw yourselves a bonus for getting us to Ópalo and back. You both performed superbly.” 

“Thank you, prefect,” Calidus said.

Severus simply nodded in acknowledgement of the gift. 

“So how many men are we looking for?”

“As many as you can get,” Marcus answered. “Ten, twenty, thirty—seriously, we need as many as we can get our hands on. We need to build legions, whatever we end up calling them, and that means we need as many men as we can get to train and serve as officers over them. Each of these men—even green banders—are likely to become vigils. Actual officers—green vigils and red vigils—are destined to become senior vigils in our little army. Calidus, you and Black Vigil Lysander, if you can get him, will end up being tenientes—the equivalent of our legion’s lesser tribunes. Severus, I’m afraid you’re destined to become a capitán.”

Severus scowled. Black vigils—his rank in the legions—held a special esteem above their apparent authority. The only way to become a black vigil was to serve your time—three years in the green band followed by twenty in the red, and then enough time in the black to convince a commander you had what it took to command your equally experienced peers. There was no way a man like Severus would look forward to accepting an appointment that any spoiled son of a well-connected family could receive.

Marcus ignored the man’s reaction. Severus knew what they were up against here and that he was the best man for the job—assuming they could recruit and train enough men to need a couple of capitáns.

He put down his drink. “New topic, if the Gente riot or worse, rebel, will our own Gente troops stay loyal or go over to their brothers and cousins.”

“The caravan guards that went south with Adán and Alberto are totally undependable,” Severus stated. “When they return, they—and probably their officers—will join the Gente immediately. I’m not quite as certain regarding the archers we picked up in Ópalo. One of the strange things about these northern lands is that the Gente of one city don’t automatically think to align themselves with the Gente of another.”

“They don’t, do they?” Marcus mused. 

“There are long traditions of intercity rivalry that predate the conquest of the region by the Gota,” Calidus added. “And we shouldn’t be surprised by the continued divisions. After all, the Gente rarely unite within a city either.” 

“So, the long and the short of it is that we don’t know how our Gente archers will react if the Amatista Gente erupt into violence.”

Both the junior officers nodded. 

“Then I’d better talk to them,” Marcus decided. “I need to make certain they understand why it’s in everyone’s interests for Amatista to remain calm and united for the time being.”

“That’s not enough,” Calidus said. “Tempers run hot and if you aren’t careful, you’ll get the Gente thinking that you’re just another stooge for the Gota.”

Marcus nodded slowly. “I can see that. What if we start training them like the Qing to control the crowds?” 

Severus eyed him skeptically.

“I’ll be honest with them. I can’t afford to let this city erupt like one of the volcanoes in the Fire Islands, but neither do I want a situation in which the Gota repeat that fiasco in the Victory Plaza. Our manos, wielding clubs and shields, can stop the crowds without murdering hundreds of people.” 

Calidus shook his head. “I just don’t know, prefect. So much depends on—”

A tapping on the door interrupted him.

“Enter!” Marcus called out.

One of the new Gente servants hired by Estela entered. “Excuse me, prefect, but Señora Estela asked me to inform you that dinner will be served in fifteen minutes. She thought you might wish to clean up first.” 

Marcus looked at him in confusion for a moment, before stupidly repeating, “Dinner?”

“Yes, prefect,” the man said with infinite patience. “It is customary for you to dine with the first wife on the evening you return to the city.” 

Marcus flushed with embarrassment and tried to conceal his social blunder behind a transparent excuse. “Yes, of course I know that. But is it really dinner time already?” 

Based upon the grins on Calidus and Severus’ faces, Marcus was fairly certain he had not fooled anyone, but the new servant answered his question as if it were legitimate. “I’m afraid it is, sir.”

Marcus stood up. “Then I’d better hurry. Severus, Calidus, I will see you both tomorrow morning.”
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​Chapter Five: Talk Now!
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Marcus quietly stretched before slipping out of bed and fumbling in the dark for his clothing. Estela continued to sleep beside him. It was one of the few things all three of his wives had in common. None of them liked to rise before dawn as he had routinely done since entering the lycee when he was fourteen years old. Avina, both the youngest and the laziest, stayed in bed the longest routinely getting up hours after the rest of the house had eaten breakfast. Estela came next. She’d start easing herself into wakefulness an hour after the sun came up and enjoy a lingering breakfast in bed before starting her day. Sujean was the one most like him. She rose promptly at dawn every day and started with a Qing-style bath which was more than adequate for cleaning if still lacking all of the social opportunities provided by its Aquilan counterpart. 

Marcus had rarely had the time to spend the afternoon lounging about the baths catching up on the news, eating with friends and engaging in minor, indoor, sporting activities and he had completely fallen out of the practice during his time in the Fire Islands which did not boast even a single proper Aquilan bath because of the expense of importing all the stone and fuel. The Qing practice more than suited him as he started the morning clean and refreshed and ready to focus on the thousand problems of the dawning day.

He made his way out of Estela’s wing of the gigantic mansion his half-brother had built, crossed the neutral Great Hall, and entered Sujean’s section of the building. Each of his wives, and Juan Pablo’s troublesome mother, maintained what was effectively an entire house within the house. No, that wasn’t really accurate, they each ruled over a mansion within the mansion, an extraordinary waste of space and improper testimony to the ridiculous wealth that Juan Pablo had accumulated. 

At the entrance to Sujean’s wing, her servant, Peng, met him and bowed according to the custom of the Ttang and Qing peoples. “Welcome, prefect, glad you safe home.”

“Thank you, Peng,” Marcus returned the greeting. He liked this old man far better than his own manservant, Dui. Peng did not hover irritatingly, but he was too old to journey with Marcus and deserved the respect that came from managing a large staff of servants, so Marcus had settled for the annoying Dui. “It’s been weeks since I had a proper bath—just sponge cleaning on the trail. Can we fix that this morning?”

“Water already hot,” Peng assured him. “I guess you come this dawn.”

“Good man,” Marcus complimented him as they walked through the rooms to the bath. He had discovered the place the first night he spent with Sujean and it had quickly become his favorite room in the entire mansion. Juan Pablo had built his second wife a marble...pond was too big a word, but it wasn’t ridiculously so. The bath was twenty feet across and the depth of the water ranged from two-and-a-half feet to five feet deep. The water was warmed by placing heated stones in metal boxes strategically placed around the basin. The heated stones also produced a significant amount of steam when first dropped into the water which gave the atmosphere a pleasantly clinging warmth that was unlike the more elaborate, far larger, public baths found in Aquilan territory. All said, it made bathing a particularly enjoyable experience which Marcus greatly appreciated and had quickly made available to Severus and Calidus for their own relaxation. Sujean’s servants also took advantage of the facility making the Ttang wing of the house by far the cleanest in all of Amatista. 

In the bath chamber, Marcus found Li, the elderly woman Sujean had chosen to be his bathing assistant, as if she worried that with three jealous wives vying for his attention he might be so stupid as to take advantage of the charms of any young woman sent to scrub him. Li was unusually gregarious for the Ttang and the Qing, and had a ready wit which had quickly endeared her to Marcus, although her grasp of Gente was scarcely better than his poor grasp of her own Ttang language. 

“Good you back,” Li told him with a respectful bow and a quirky upturning of her lip. “More fun clean big man then small servant.” 

The mischievous gleam in the old
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