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I want to thank Mike Duncan for his inspirational podcast, The History of Rome, Glen Cook for his novels about the Black Company, and anyone who’s ever wondered why Heroic Fantasy has to be set in the Middle Ages. I hope you enjoy reading Legionnaire as much as I reveled in writing it. 




It was in the Fire Islands that the actions of Marcus Venandus first brought him to the attention of the Senate, although their reaction to his heroism was not to their credit...

Seneca Liberus
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​Chapter One: Lots of Aquilans Get Found Gutted in the Alleys
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“Kekipi coming!” the nearly naked old brown man shrieked at Marcus Venandus. He was so close to the lesser tribune that Marcus could smell his fetid breath and see the decayed nubs of his blackened teeth. 

“Stand back from the tribune!” Black Vigil Severus Lupus growled with a glare so furious that the old man stumbled backward away from him. 

“Easy, Severus,” Marcus gently admonished the black vigil. “He’s too old to hurt anyone and he’s obviously a little mad.” That was an increasingly common problem these days. There were scores of crazies in the streets of Mokupani—largest of the small towns and villages scattered throughout the archipelago that the Aquilans called the Fire Islands. They’d conquered the region more than forty years ago for their pearls, gold and sugar—and a few of the primitives who lived here had never ceased to dream of the day that the legions of Aquila would be driven out again. 

The old man rewarded Marcus for his tolerance by spitting at his back before shouting again in his poorly mastered Aquilan speech. “Kekipi coming! He push you into the sea. He push all you into the sea. The sun will go black and the dead will rise and break all you white bones! He coming! Kekipi coming!”

Marcus ignored the insult as the third member of the group, Green Vigil Janus, ventured into the conversation. “Round up another thousand with breath as bad as his and his dream might just come true.” He glanced sideways at the other men to see how they responded to his jest.

“He did smell quite ripe,” the older man agreed. He had gray in his hair, a scar on his clean-shaven cheek, and the rugged demeanor that any forty-eight-year-old vigil had to acquire if he were to survive three decades in the legions. “Seems like there’s more like him every day. This Kekipi is getting all the natives riled up.” 

“Not most of them,” Marcus corrected him. “Most Kanakan are decent people just trying to get along. They remember the bad old days. They don’t want this Kekipi causing trouble any more than we do.” 

There was a slight quaver in Janus’ voice when he responded. The green vigil was fresh out of the lycee on his first assignment in the legions—thirty years younger than the black vigil and five years younger than Marcus—and it showed at times like this. “They say he can raise an army of the dead and he—”

“They say that about all of them,” Severus snapped. “But there hasn’t been one witchdoctor who could do anything even close to that since we finished taking these islands forty years ago.” 

“He does have the people riled up,” Marcus noted. Like the younger Janus, he was a graduate of the lycee, and his appointment to this backwater was evidence that the father he despised was out of favor again with the Senate back in Aquila. Everyone in the Fire Islands was out of favor back home, but most were here for their own sins—not their parent’s.

“I think that’s the building up ahead,” Severus announced. 

“Yes, that’s it,” Janus agreed. “It’s a pawn shop and there was a dice game in the back room. I won nearly forty denari but a gang of six or seven Kanaka led by the servant of the man who owns this place attacked me after I left and stole all the money.” 

“We’ve heard the story before,” Severus reminded him.

The younger vigil ignored him. “I don’t mind losing the money so much, but they took the pin and the lady that gave it to me said her husband has asked after it and if I don’t get it back she’s going to be humiliated.”

“Precisely why I don’t woo married women,” Marcus observed, but when the younger man’s shoulders drooped he couldn’t help bolstering his spirits. He clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Janus. If your pin is here, we’ll get it back.”

“You just keep your mouth shut,” Severus told him. “Let the tribune do the talking.” 

Without waiting for his least experienced officer to agree, Marcus passed through the strings of beads that covered the entranceway to the little hovel, doing little more than keeping out some of the less insistent flies. 

A smarmy little Aquilan immediately leapt to his feet, his eyes taking in the three thin bands—green, red and black—that composed Marcus’ sash of rank. The green band was twice as thick as the red and black bands, to denote that he was a lesser tribune in charge of one hand of legionnaires—one hundred men at full strength which a hand never was. 

“Welcome, great tribune!” the rat-faced little man greeted him, instinctively raising Marcus’ rank two levels as a sign of respect. “How may I help you today?” 

Behind Marcus, Severus put his hand on young Janus’ shoulder and prevented him from stepping into the hovel behind the tribune. 

“You’re Brictius?” Marcus asked, affecting the snobbish tones that most patricians of Aquila used when addressing men of the lower orders. 

“Yes, yes, great tribune,” the man came around from behind a table so he could fawn more obsequiously in front of Marcus. “You are seeking me? You wish to pawn something, perhaps? Or dare I hope...”

“I’m looking for a token of admiration I might give to a lady who has caught my attention,” Marcus told him. “Something small, I think. Not so grand as a ring, but perhaps a broach or a hairpin? I am told that you have acquired such items for other officers of my acquaintance.” 

Brictius nearly hopped in delight that Marcus was here to buy rather than pawn. “Oh, yes, great tribune. I have many elegant fancies quite suitable for attracting the attention of even the noblest of young women.”

He turned and the subservience instantly dropped from his voice. “Kimo! Kimo, you lazy rat! Stop napping and get in here and bring the box of small treasures.” 

From the back room of the hovel, a scurry of movement could be heard, punctuated quite suddenly by the sound of a blow or a muffled scream. “Watch where you’re going, you cur!” an Aquilan voice snapped.

Moments later, a wiry little brown-skinned Kanaka came running into the room carrying a stout oaken box that had obviously come from the mainland. 

“That’s him!” Janus shouted from behind the beads at the entrance to the hovel. Before Severus could stop him, the inexperienced young officer stormed into the room. “That’s the man who robbed me!”

Kimo, the wiry Kanaka, froze for a moment then dropped the chest and darted toward the entrance to the back room.

Fortunately, Marcus’ reflexes were faster than the little man’s. He shot forward like a thrown pilum and grasped a handful of the Kanakan’s long greasy hair, then yanked him off his feet so that he fell to the dirt floor in front of Severus as he stepped in behind Janus. 

“Sorry about that, tribune,” Severus said. “This young idiot,” his eyes indicated Janus, “just can’t keep his mouth shut.” 

When Kimo tried to jump to his feet, Severus nonchalantly kicked the legs out from under him and stomped on the man’s hand.

“Alright, Janus, put the box on that table and let’s see if your little trinket is in it,” Marcus ordered. 

The young vigil’s movement toward his box of treasures jolted the storeowner, Brictius, back to life. “No, no, no!” he shouted even as he moved to get between his box and Janus. “I’ve paid you people! I’m protected.” 

Even as he spoke, chairs moved in the back room, followed by the heavy tread of legionnaires. Unlike, Marcus and his officers, these men had removed their breastplates in the heat but there were still five of them crowding into the tiny front room of the hovel. 

“What seems to be the problem here?” one of the men asked in a voice that suggested there better not be a problem. He had a broken nose that had never properly healed and pockmarks on his face that suggested childhood diseases. 

“And you are?” Marcus’ voice cracked like an officer inspecting his men, but the old legionnaire did not jump to attention. Had he been wearing his uniform, he was old enough to be approaching the black band of his hand, but Marcus guessed he was still only one of the experienced reds.

“What seems to be the problem?” the man asked again.

“Those are the men I was gambling with,” Janus exclaimed.

“You’re protecting this...establishment?” Marcus asked.

The soldier looked him up and down before answering. “You looking for a cut?”

Marcus suppressed a sigh. “You’re all under arrest. Step outside with the black vigil and—”

“You’re Marcus Venandus,” the legionnaire observed. “Not too popular a man. I’d be careful if I were you.”

Behind the man, the other four legionnaires tried to spread out, but there really wasn’t room for them to use their numbers properly. 

“Crime is terrible in this part of town,” their leader continued. “Lots of Aquilans get found gutted in the alleys.” 

Severus pulled young Janus behind him and stepped up beside Marcus. 

“Your fellow tribunes will probably thank us if you three are—”

Marcus kicked the man in the balls, drew his knife because there really wasn’t room to wield a gladius properly, stepped in and gutted the speaker before anyone else—except Severus—could begin to react. 

Severus didn’t bother with a weapon. He stomped on the instep of a legionnaire and tossed the injured man into one of the others. Then he twisted about, grabbed the next man by his long hair—there was a reason the regulations required it cut short—and drove his face down as his knee came up to break the nose even more severely than the first man’s had been. 

Marcus stepped over his downed opponent and stuck his blade into the shoulder of a second. This incapacitated the arm and effectively removed the man from the fight. To be double sure, Marcus yanked hard on the other arm so that he fell at the feet of young Janus.

The remaining two men were just disentangling themselves from each other when Marcus and Severus converged upon them. They dropped them both unconscious to the floor a moment later and returned their attention to Brictius.

“Dealing in stolen goods,” Marcus observed, “is a flogging offense. If one of the items was stolen from a patrician, it becomes a crucifying offense.”

“I stole nothing!” Brictius gibbered. “I deal only in pawns.” He gestured frantically at the box. “Take it all! Take it all!” 

Janus scooted forward and retrieved the oaken box. Brictius frantically produced a key. Inside they could see an impressive array of small pieces of jewelry—rings, bracelets, necklaces and, yes, broaches and hairpins.

“There it is,” Janus whispered before pulling a small hairpin out of the box with an elegant blue sapphire adorning one end. The pin was one of what was doubtless once a set which women used to hold their hair up off their necks in the terrible muggy heat of Mokupani.

“There is also the matter of forty denari,” Severus reminded everyone as he glanced over the jewelry in the box.

“Forty?” Janus repeated. “It was one hundred fort—”

“Don’t!” Marcus cut him off. “We’ll recover your stolen property but we are legionnaires, not brigands.” 

He stared at the green vigil until the young man dropped his gaze and then turned back to the storekeeper. “Your man also stole forty denari from Janus here.” 

Brictius scurried to secure his cash box. As he did, Marcus helped himself to three small items from the oaken box. 

Janus started to say something foolish but Severus put a warning hand upon his shoulder and shut him up. 

When the shop owner finished paying the green vigil, Marcus lifted his own purse, felt the weight and then tossed it to the man. “For my own purchases, you understand?” 

The shopkeeper immediately pulled open the strings and poured the silver coins into his hands. He was not delighted by what he saw there, but neither did he look angry or forlorn. It was a fair price.

Marcus gestured for Severus and Janus to gather up the disgraced legionnaires, then hesitated for a final warning at the door. “The next time I find stolen goods in your store, shopkeeper, I will have you flogged.” 

He waited for the man to nod in acknowledgement then followed his men back to the castrum.
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“Five men down, lesser tribune,” Great Tribune Xanthus Aurelius thundered. 

Marcus said nothing. His immediate superior, Tribune Festus Migellus, turned and glowered at him to show his solidarity with the great tribune. In truth, Marcus had always had a hot and cold relationship with Festus. There was no denying that Festus enjoyed having one of his hands win all the legion competitions on the rare occasions when Praetor Castor found the vigor to test his legion’s level of fitness, yet Festus was a lazy and indolent man who had never appreciated having an officer who believed that even here in the far off Fire Islands, regulation standards of discipline, and training must be maintained. “Answer the great tribune!” Festus demanded. 

“My apologies, sir,” Marcus said without sincerity, “it was my understanding that the great tribune had made a statement, not asked a question.”

“You’ve put five of my men on sick call,” Xanthus Aurelius repeated himself. “And one of them will probably die as his wounds corrupt in this Sol Invictus forsaken place.” 

“I could have killed them all for attempting to assassinate officers of the legion,” Marcus observed. “If the ring leader survives his gut wound, I recommend crucifixion as a warning to the other legionnaires. The remaining men can be let off with a severe flogging, but discipline must be maintained.” 

“Crucifixion!” snapped the fourth man in the room, Tribune Gaius Livius. He was here in attendance because all of the injured legionnaires belonged to hands that reported to his lesser tribunes. “Albus was the backbone of one of my red bands—just a couple of years from joining the black. And you want me to crucify him?”

Marcus kept a mask of complete sincerity on his face. “I’m sorry for you, tribune. If that pathetic excuse for a legionnaire—and I’m talking about his fighting skills now, not the moral laxity that led him to engage in an illegal protection scheme, attempt to bribe an officer, and then attempt to assassinate him when said officer refused his bribe. If that pathetic excuse for a legionnaire was one of your best, then your lesser tribunes have permitted the standard of your hands to drop to truly humiliating levels.” He turned to his own tribune in part to deflect the coming outrage. “You would never permit such a deplorable lowering of standards in your own hands, would you, Tribune Festus?”

Caught by surprise by Marcus’ small maneuver, Festus sputtered. “Well, no, of course not. The fighting standard must be maintained, I always say. But that’s not—”

“Of course it is, sir,” Marcus risked the reprimand for interrupting a superior officer to forcibly make his point. “Albus had four men with him to my two, and yet we are alive and unhurt while he and his co-conspirators are in custody. They didn’t even manage to injure us when we apprehended them.”

“Some might say that that is because you took the legionnaires by surprise,” Great Tribune Xanthus suggested as he tried to turn Marcus’ victory against him.

“A legionnaire that lets himself be surprised after threatening an officer is not someone deserving to be in any hand,” Marcus retorted. 

“If he really threatened you!” Tribune Gaius snapped.

Marcus whirled on him, but an elderly voice interrupted before he could defend himself. “No, we are not going to go there.”

All four men turned respectfully toward the voice of Praetor Castor, the commander of the legion holding the Fire Islands, and saluted by pressing their clenched fists to their hearts. 

Castor was an old man with sallow skin who’d suffered three bouts of fever since being posted to this out of the way command three years ago. He was not, in Marcus’ opinion, deserving of his position for he had little interest in the men under his command spending all of his attention on his beautiful young wife who had accompanied him from Aquila. Yet he was the supreme authority in Mokupani with the power of life and death over its residents and the men under his command. 

“We are not going to question the honor of my best lesser tribune,” Praetor Castor stated with only a slight tremor remaining from his latest illness to disturb the firmness of his voice. “Your hand won all the prizes at the games two months ago—second year in a row. That is quite a feat and I won’t have anyone making aspersions on your character.”

This show of support surprised Marcus. It had always been his impression that the lax praetor found his insistence on strict discipline and following regulations as irritating as the others did. He’d certainly done nothing to encourage the other tribunes to adopt Marcus’ practices. 

He saluted the praetor a second time. “Thank you, sir. My men work hard to maintain their fitness.” 

“That is part of the problem here,” Praetor Castor acknowledged. “Your men work harder and stay fitter than everyone else’s.” Frowns covered the room, even the face of Tribune Festus Migellus, whom one might have expected to take some pride in these apparent words of praise directed at one of his officers. “It builds jealousy,” the praetor continued, although whether or not he was aware of the frowns was unclear. “And it’s hard on the men—especially in this oppressive fever-ridden heat which makes the regular standards of our beloved home, Aquila, impossible to maintain in these islands.”

The frowns relaxed as Marcus fought to keep one from forming on his own face. Wasn’t his own hand proof that the traditional standard was possible even here on the edge of the world?

The praetor turned suddenly on his great tribune. “Xanthus, this Albus must be crucified the moment he’s recovered enough to make a lesson for the other legionnaires. It is one thing to recognize that this accursed climate mandates a certain relaxation of fighting fitness—it’s not like these Kanakan scum could ever truly threaten us anyway. But threatening a superior officer can never be tolerated. If Albus dies before he’s well enough to be executed, then choose one of the others to be crucified in his place.”

Frowns returned to the faces of Xanthus and Gaius making Marcus wonder if perhaps they were receiving a cut of Albus’ graft. He would put nothing past the disgraceful fools. 

“Only one, sir?” Xanthus asked.

“I think so,” Castor told him. “I’m in a good mood today. My wife found a decorative hairpin I gave to her that we thought one of the servants must have stolen. It is fortunate, wouldn’t you say, Marcus?” 

“Absolutely, praetor,” Marcus agreed, hoping that his personal discipline was sufficient to keep any surprise off his face. He was going to have to have a talk with young Janus. While he had known that the object of the young officer’s fancy was a married woman, it had never occurred to him that it might be the wife of the head of the legion. 

“Besides,” Castor continued. “executing five healthy men would truly be a waste. We can’t seem to keep more than half the legion on its feet with all these cursed fevers always laying waste to the land.” He paused to study Marcus again. “Except for your hand, Marcus. Your men always seem to be healthy. Why is that, do you think?”

Marcus shrugged. There was no way that he was going to tell the praetor that he had violated the longstanding decree against using native doctors to keep his men physicked against the climate. That decree had come during the first days of the conquest when the native doctors had poisoned many Aquilans in the fight against the invaders. But in the decades that followed, the social conditions had changed. And if the Aquilans still were not loved, Marcus had gambled that enough natives depended on their new rulers for their living to permit a judicious use of local knowledge to prevent illness. His well-paid witchdoctor, Akela, served as head cook for the hand and wove her magics into the food to keep the men on their feet and ready for action.

“It must be our strong bodies and pure hearts,” Marcus lied. 

“Pure hearts,” Castor repeated, drawing out the last word as if it were worthy of great consideration. “The heart does lead us to greatness, but beware, my friend, it can also lead to terrible trouble.” 

Marcus began to wonder if perhaps the praetor suspected what had really happened to his wife’s hairpin. 

Castor placed a hand on Marcus’ shoulder. “It’s good your men are healthy. I’m going to need them very soon.” He lifted his head to address the others. “I’m going to need all of you very soon, but Marcus here—his hand is going to play a special role in the coming days.” 

He lowered his voice slightly. “This is not to go any further for now, but rumor has it that this Kekipi has made the mistake of coming to this island with his seditious chatter. And if the rumor is true, that means the legion will soon be able to silence him forever.” 

Chapter Three: He Is of the Ancient Line of Mokupani’s Darkest Kings

The Aquilan castrum had sprawled out of a temporary structure the armies of the Republic built every night at the end of a day’s march in enemy territory. It was in a sad state of repair—as were just about all the structures in Mokupani. When Marcus had arrived, it was common place for his hand’s barracks to collapse during serious storms—a situation he had decisively resolved. Now his hand’s section of the castrum was by far the cleanest, most efficient, and sturdiest of all the legion. In other words, it conformed precisely to regulations. 

He acknowledged the salutes of his men with a curt nod of the head and went straight to the company mess. There in the back by the kitchen fires he found his elderly witchdoctor, Akela, supervising the production of the evening meal, as she always did. She was a wrinkled old thing with the light brown skin of her race and starkly white hair pulled back behind her in long, impressive braids.

“Makuahine Akela,” Marcus greeted her, using the respectful term, mother, as he always did. “If we ran the legions as efficiently as you do this kitchen, all the world would have fallen to Aquila’s armies.” 

Akela accepted Marcus’ compliment as her due. “I hear you had a busy afternoon, tribune. Is your belly so empty you cannot wait for the evening meal? If so, I will conjure something special, just for you.” 

“You are too good to me, Makuahine,” Marcus assured her even as his stomach rumbled over his missed lunch, “but I did not come to wheedle treats from you, but instead to show my esteem.” 

He held up one of the broaches he had bought at the pawn shop that afternoon. It was the most beautiful of the pieces he had seen, featuring a small piece of ivory exquisitely carved in the image of a crane, a symbol of good fortune in Mokupani. 

“A royal gift,” Akela praised him. 

Marcus suppressed the urge to cringe. Aquila had gotten rid of its kings centuries ago, and the old woman’s honest approval could easily be termed an insult if others had heard it. “I am pleased that you like it,” Marcus told her.

He watched with approval as the witchdoctor fastened the broach to her light dress. 

“I think,” she teased, “that your Nani will not like you giving this to me.”

“A man can always get another mistress,” Marcus informed her, fully aware that at least one of the native Kanaka working in the kitchen would be happy to carry the words to Nani. “But unfortunately, there is only one Makuahine Akela.”

The old woman laughed. “You show great wisdom for one of so few years, tribune. Now I tell you something to prove you are right to value me. The word in the castrum is that your legion will march soon on one I refuse to name.”

This time, Marcus did cringe. How could the coming orders be common gossip before the officers had received them?

“Beware this man, tribune, for he is of the ancient line of Mokupani’s darkest kings. Beware him—especially when the sun ceases to shine during the day.” 

Marcus recovered from his slight loss of composure and bowed his thanks, always careful to show far more respect for the woman than her current station merited. Her physicks kept his men healthy and her knowledge of Mokupani and its people was extensive. Yet why did she feel the need to couch her wisdom in riddles. Eclipses had been known and predicted in Aquila for many centuries. Sol Invictus might permit the sun to disappear from the sky from time to time but there was nothing truly mysterious about the event.

“Thank you, Makuahine, I will hold your words close to my heart.” 

“See you do!” Akela warned him, “for there’s something about you I see when I close my eyes—something that could turn over this upside down world and set it right again. But your flame is candle-dim and He I Do Not Name will snuff it out if you let him.”

Again the riddles that made the old woman so enchanting to speak with. “You turn my head, Makuahine,” Marcus laughed. “If you were only ten years younger my Nani really would have something to fear.” 

“Only ten?” she asked, arching her eyebrow with mock surprise. “If I had known you like women your great-grandmother’s age I would have made myself look pleasant for you. Alas, the chance has passed us by. Go make pillow talk with your Nani, but don’t forget what I said.”

Marcus laughed again and left her, making his way out of the company mess and across the street to where his officer’s hut sat. The other tribunes from lesser to greater broke with regulations to be near the praetor’s stately home, but Marcus believed in staying close enough that the men knew he was one of them in the ways that mattered most. 

As he entered his home, his adjutant, Calidus Vulpes, opened the door for him as he almost always did. Technically a legionnaire of the red band, the second line of soldiers in the fighting hand, Calidus was a seasoned man in the prime of his life as Marcus, himself, would be if he were not in overall command of the hand. But far more valuable than his fighting skills was the man’s ability to worm anything—be it information or equipment—out of the people around him. “Welcome home, tribune, wine is on the table and Nani is sulking in your room. She has heard you gave a worthy gift to Makuahine Akela and wants to make certain you are appropriately punished for passing her by with this favor.”

“Already?” Marcus asked him. 

“She has her admirers everywhere, tribune,” Calidus reminded him. “I would not be surprised if one of them hadn’t scampered off to tell her the news before you finished offering the present.”

Marcus shook his head in amazement. He had expected Nani to pout and sulk, but had hoped she would not learn of the gift until tomorrow morning. 

He shrugged and produced the least of the ornaments he had purchased, a small stud earring produced from native pearl. “Well, if she’s going to act this way, let’s make her really angry. I thought you might like to have this trinket the next time you’re trying to impress a woman.”

Calidus accepted the earring and opened the door again to examine it in the clean sunlight. “Are you certain, tribune? This is a very fine pearl. It’s quite an extraordinary gift.” 

Marcus was going to have to learn to better evaluate the worth of jewelry, but for now: “Of course, I’m certain. You’re an invaluable man, Calidus.”

The adjutant made the earring disappear into his clothes. “Well then, you have my sincerest thanks, tribune. I assure you I will find the perfect use for the bauble. Is the rumor we are marching out to squash this rebellion true?” 

“What is your source on that rumor?” Marcus asked. 

Calidus never told the identity of his informants, but was always willing to share the level of confidence with which his information should be valued. “The praetor’s headquarters around lunchtime,” he said.

That reminded Marcus that he had been standing waiting for Great Tribune Xanthus Aurelius when he should have been eating the noon meal. Not that it truly mattered. Legionnaires often missed meals in the field. He was not going to give his superiors the satisfaction of complaining over skipping this one. “At least it was a highly placed source,” he told Calidus. It troubled him how little attention the praetor paid to operational security.

“Forgive me, tribune, if I gave you that impression,” the adjutant said. “It is common gossip in the headquarters. The praetor had an argument—a very loud argument—with his wife and when he emerged from their bedroom he demanded a scribe draw up orders for an officers’ meeting tomorrow morning. Then he muttered something about wiping out all of his enemies at the same time and stormed off to find the legion’s magus.” 

“I...see,” Marcus observed. He really didn’t like the sound of that at all. Janus’ little affair had already caused way too much trouble and it spoke very poorly of the young man. Every officer ought to know that his superiors’ wives were off limits. 

Rather than let Calidus see how much his news truly bothered him, Marcus picked up the two silver cups of wine and went to find Nani in his bedroom. She had wrecked the place in her anger, throwing his spare uniforms onto the floor and soiling them with things he didn’t want to think about. It was fortunate that he was Spartan in his belongings because she’d tossed his shield and pilum around and generally messed up his parchments as well—not that he kept anything important out of the locked box which she did not have access to.

He shook his head sadly. “And here I was looking forward to a night of sweaty love and you’re going to have to waste the hours cleaning up this mess and washing my uniforms.”

Nani threw herself at him, wielding her fingernails like claws. “You gave it to that old hag? You gave her an ivory pin when I wear nothing but rags?”

Her clothing was, in fact, the most significant expense in Marcus’ budget—which seemed a shame as she rarely wore any when they were together. Add to that the thin silver bracelets, the beautiful shell necklaces, and the rings that adorned each of her fingers and keeping Nani had cost enough to break a lesser man. But beautiful women—and Nani certainly was that—loved equally beautiful things and a man who would keep a mistress like this light brown beauty had to expect it to cost him dearly. 

Marcus pulled the final piece of jewelry from his pocket—a delicate silver necklace with an Aquilan Eagle dangling from its length. “I would hardly call this rags, but if you think it’s beneath you...” He began to return the necklace to his pocket when Nani snatched it from him, amazing him once again with the speed with which she could move her hands. 

“It is gorgeous,” she marveled as she moved to examine it by the window. “See the sunlight sparkle off its surface?”

Marcus moved beside her and pulled her against his chest. “No, you are gorgeous. This is merely a pale reflection of your beauty.” 

“All right,” she conceded, “I forgive you. But you should have given me both the necklace and the pin.” 

“And make others think you need such trinkets to attract a man’s eye? Never.” 

He took the necklace from her, slid the thin chain around her neck, and waited while she lifted her braids so he could fasten the clasp behind her. When he finished, the little image of the eagle nestled right at the top of her bountiful cleavage. “You see? This will attract men’s eyes to one of your many physical charms. The broach I gave to Makuahine Akela would only pull men’s eyes away again.”

“I do not like her,” Nani told him for what was probably the ten-thousandth time. “If you truly loved me, you would get rid of her. I have a cousin who could run your kitchen far better.”

Marcus declined to observe that he would get rid of Nani before he ever let Makuahine Akela go. Nani brought him much personal pleasure, but there were many women among the Kanaka who could do that. Akela kept him and his men healthy and in fighting form and he knew no one else he would trust with such an important responsibility. 

Rather than point any of this out, he pulled his mistress down onto the bed and began to play with her. After a little while she said, “I hear you’re going to be leaving me again.”

“Hmmm?”

“You’re going back in the field!” she accused.

“Oh, I’ve heard those rumors too, but there are no orders yet. Without orders, nothing happens. You should know that by now.” 

She rolled her eyes at him. “You’re going to try and kill Kekipi,” she accused.

Marcus never talked about legion business with Nani or anyone not in the legion. It was a firm rule which the rest of the legion would do well to follow. “I heard that name in town today. An old man swore that Kekipi would kill us all.” He made the statement a joke and watched Nani closely as he fished for more information. 

“You should be wary. Kekipi is very dangerous,” she warned him. “He’s one of the great witchdoctors of old born again.”

“He’d have to be,” Marcus laughed. “We cut the old ones into teeny tiny pieces.” 

She stuck her finger in his face. “You not make jokes about this. He is a real witchdoctor of old. He says he’ll drive all you Aquilan back into the sea you came from.” 

Nani looked so serious that Marcus forced himself to stop laughing. “That will never happen. If Kekipi is real and comes against this castrum we will break him again. Remember, it was the Rule of Twenty, not the Rule of One. Even if he is one of the old rulers returned, he won’t be a serious problem.”

“There were three legions then,” Nani protested. “Three legions that all fought like you—not these lazy...” Nani had an excellent grasp of the Aquilan tongue, but evidently her mastery failed her for her face scrunched up and she spat out a word in Kanakan. “...walohia.” 

Like his mistress, Marcus had always worked hard at the native tongues, figuring that at some point his ability to understand the locals might mean life or death for the men under his command, but this was a word he couldn’t quite place. “What does that mean? Weak? Unmanly?”

Nani struggled hard to find a word that fully embodied what she was trying to say. Finally, she threw her hands up and said, “They are pathetic!”

Marcus agreed with her. The leadership had allowed the state of readiness among the legion to fall to lows that would justify decimation in the days when only land-owning farmers could qualify for service. That punishment hadn’t been used in twenty years, but if there was ever a legion that justified the killing of every tenth man to motivate the others to return to the expected standard, it was Praetor Castor’s force in Mokupani. But he couldn’t admit that to his mistress. “They’ll do well enough if the need ever arises.”

Nani just shook her head. “No, only you can stand against Kekipi.” She eyed him with disturbing calculation before smiling widely and throwing her arms around him. “Only you can kill the old hewa ke kahuna reborn. And when you kill him, you will be promoted and win much treasure which you can give to me.” 

Her kisses discouraged Marcus from trying to answer.
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​Chapter Four: This Really Is My Area of Expertise
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Marcus strode into the officers meeting alongside his immediate superior, Festus Migellus, and the other two lesser tribunes under Festus’ command, Zephirus and Merinus. None of the three were worth a bucket of spit in Marcus’ opinion. They had taken to the indolent life of Mokupani with relish and made it obvious that they found the regulation training upon which the legions had been built both tedious and unnecessary. Now that their legionnaires might be called upon to do their jobs, Marcus had no confidence that they would prove up to the task. But what really worried him was that none of the three evidenced the slightest worry over this—as if they believed that the tame natives of the town and this main island represented all of the Kanaka.

Marcus knew differently. Roughly one thousand separate pieces of land made up the Fire Islands and Aquila’s legions had never stepped foot on more than a couple hundred of them. They had invaded Mokupani because it was the largest island in the chain, the home of the Rule of Twenty and the site of the principle gold mine. They’d also crushed resistance on the next four largest islands and set up permanent camps on them. Praetor Castor had divided his only full phalanx among the four so that each held a full cohort—roughly three hundred men on parchment. He’d kept his other phalanx—this one only three cohorts strong—with him on Mokupani and used the constant high levels of sickness among the men to justify not aggressively patrolling the unoccupied islands. As long as they regularly sent their shipments of pearls, sugar and other forms of tribute, he did not much bother them. This meant that roughly nine hundred and ninety-five islands—most of them admittedly uninhabited—never saw the Aquilan legions unless they were substantially late in their tribute payments. The last time that had happened was ten years ago—before Marcus had arrived—and it had apparently been a slaughter that caused no more sweat on a legionnaire’s brow than the ever-present heat usually did. 

So now there was potentially the largest uprising in twenty years or possibly since Aquila first conquered this province and the legion didn’t appear to know it wasn’t ready.

Marcus held his misgivings tight as they filed past the headquarters and into the praetor’s garden which caught the light breeze from the sea. They were the last group of officers to arrive. The others were under the pavilion circling a table where a map had been stretched out and weighted down with rocks. They didn’t even stand at attention and Marcus’s misgivings grew ever stronger as they approached. 

“Good, you’re here,” the praetor greeted them. He made no notice of the fact that they were technically late because Festus had discovered that he had dripped egg yolk on his chest during breakfast and had to change his uniform.

Marcus was wearing yesterday’s uniform which Calidus, Sol Invictus bless him, had cleaned for him over night. The other uniforms would have to be replaced. Nani had poured ink on them and those stains weren’t going to come out again. It really would be time to find a new mistress if she only weren’t so incredibly beautiful.

The four officers saluted in unison at the praetor’s greeting. It wasn’t parade-ground crisp, Marcus noted critically, but it was a passable salute. “My apologies if we are late, praetor,” Festus said. “I’m—”

“Nonsense!” the praetor cut him off. “We’re just ready to get started and your cohort is going to play the key role in this operation.

He gestured for them to join the others around the table. Great Tribune Xanthus Aurellius stood to the left of the praetor and Master Magus Alena Adrastus stood to his right. Magus was the only role within the legion that a woman could officially fill. Magical power knew no gender and Aquila took it where it found it. At full strength every cohort in the legion would have its own magus but no one really wanted to serve in the Fire Islands and the Senate had not seen fit to fill those positions as they had come vacant. Alena was the only magus in the legion and Marcus feared that her title master was more courtesy then reality. She wore a sash with only three stars—a middling level of expertise. 

Also at the table were Festus’ peers, the other two tribunes, but only four of the other lesser tribunes were present—the fevers did not discriminate by rank. 

“Our spies tell me that this new rebel dreamer, Kekipi, came to the island of Mokupani twelve days ago with perhaps three hundred primitives from the outer islands.”

All eyes turned toward the master magus. Farseeing was a basic talent of the magi of the legions of Aquila although it was far from a foolproof talent. 

“I have not seen Kekipi,” Alena informed them. “Or if I have seen him, I did not recognize him as such. But canoes from the outer islands have been streaming toward Mokupani for many days now. If Kekipi came with three hundred men, he has many more than that now.”

Praetor Castor frowned. “Well three hundred or six hundred, it’s not going to make that much difference.”

“Six thousand wouldn’t make that much difference,” Festus joked. “We’re a legion of Aquila. No native force no matter how strong can stand up to us.” 

Grunts of approval reverberated around the room and the praetor regained his smile. “I’m glad you feel that way, Festus, because I have a special role for your cohort to play in the coming action—you and especially the prize-winning hand of Lesser Tribune Marcus Venandus. What do you say to that, Marcus?”

Marcus definitely didn’t like the sound of that, but he let no indication of his concern touch his features. The praetor was planning something Marcus wasn’t going to like and revenge upon Janus would appear to be a significant part of the reason. “My men are eager to fight. Just tell us what you want us to accomplish.”

“That’s the spirit,” Castor told him. “Now gather around men. As you can see on the map, we believe that Kekipi is gathering his forces—such as they are—here at the base of Keahi where the legions crushed the Rule of Twenty forty years ago.”

He pointed at a place on the map that every graduate of the lycee knew by heart. It was called the Iwi Iwilei by the natives—the Bone Yard. It was the site of a thousand human sacrifices and more than a few domestic battles before Aquila came and added thousands of more dead to the landscape. 

A feeling of dread settled heavily on Marcus’ shoulders and he could see his concern reflected in many of the faces around him. “The land is not open in the Bone Yard,” he reminded everyone. “There are three main arroyos approaching the spot with numerous side chasms which let the enemy circle around behind to cut off and box in an attacking force. Or if the Kanaka are feeling less aggressive it will let them run away before we can force them to battle.”  

“Ah, our prize winner shows us there’s more to him than simple brawn,” the praetor said in what even the most objective viewer would have to consider a mocking tone. “But I think you will all agree that I have considered this problem in my plans.” 

He indicated the map again. “There are three major arroyo and I have three cohorts available for the battle.” Tribunes Gaius and Rogellius will take the side arroyos and Tribune Festus will lead his hands down the center one. You will use your hands as need be to block any major passages which might let the natives get behind your cohorts and escape our trap while Lesser Tribune Marcus pushes hard to the so-called Killing Basin which lays between the openings of the arroyos and the cave network which leads deep into the heart of Keahi where we believe the primitive bastards are hiding.”

Marcus’ concern grew. The Killing Basin was so named because when the legions who had first enacted the praetor’s plan arrived there, they had found a thousand Kanaka with spears and stones on the mountainside above the Killing Basin ready to rain death upon the Aquilans while their army of the undead crashed against the legions’ shields as relentlessly as ocean waves breaking upon Mokupani’s beaches. Those legions had had twelve thousand men bolstered by native auxiliaries—not significantly less than the nine hundred which should technically be at Praetor Castor’s command. He hadn’t even called in his other phalanx from the surrounding islands. Even if Kekipi had no undead masses at his command, this could well turn into the wrong kind of blood bath.

“Now comes the key part of my plan,” the praetor crowed. “Having moved quickly enough to surprise this Kekipi, Lesser Tribune Marcus will push his cohort across the Killing Basin—even if the support from the other cohorts and hands has not reached him yet. He will cross the Killing Basin and position himself at the central mouth of the tunnels to hold against any attempt by Kekipi to swarm his forces out of hiding within the tunnels to try and trap our men in the arroyos.”

This plan was so clearly terrible that even men who hated Marcus looked askance. “Forgive me, praetor,” a lesser tribune named Julian Maximus said, “but if we don’t surprise Kekipi, or even if we do surprise him but the other cohorts are seriously delayed in the arroyos, Lesser Tribune Marcus and his men will be overwhelmed by the enemy.”

“Surely you’re not suggesting that our prize-winning hand is not a match for a few Kanakan rebels?” the praetor asked.

“Sir, you have said that there are hundreds of rebels with Kekipi,” the lesser tribune continued to press his point. “And the master magus has implied that there might be thousands—”

“I—I didn’t actually say thousands,” the woman stammered.

“And none of this takes into account what will happen if this rebel actually can raise an army of the dead. I’ve heard men howling in the streets about it and—”

“That’s enough!” the praetor snapped. “I will not have that sort of talk sapping the morale of the men.” 

“They’ve already heard the talk,” Julian insisted. “And this rumor that Kekipi is actually one of the Rule of Twenty reborn.”

Marcus had tried to look up the names of the Twenty in his copy of the report on the original battle, but it was among the works that Nani had destroyed in her fit of jealousy the night before.

“You think—” the praetor yelled.

“If I may, praetor,” the magus interrupted him. “This really is my area of expertise, you know.”

Castor glowered at the woman but gestured with his hand for her to continue.

“Kekipi is actually the name of one of the late replacements of the Council of Twenty—named to the position after the battle of Keahi when the original Council was destroyed. He was a young man still early in his training and was reportedly killed in battle half a year later in a skirmish on one of the lesser islands. So, he was never one of the most powerful witchdoctors, or kahuna, as the locals call them. Logic suggests that this present Kekipi is just a man who happens to have the same name. I mean, why would anyone try and raise a relatively weak kahuna when they could have gone after one of the original Rule of Twenty?”

Unless, Marcus thought, the original Kekipi did not die as reported and he’s been biding his time for the last forty years preparing for a second chance to come after us.

“So you see,” the praetor resumed his briefing, “there is nothing to these rumors and we should all,” he glared hard at Julian, “take whatever means are necessary to squelch these fanciful stories among the men.”

Julian did not have the sense to forgo pressing his point. “And these claims that Kekipi will raise a new army of the dead?”

The master magus shook her head as if she could not believe that anyone could take such a notion seriously. “That really isn’t possible, lesser tribune. The days of the great witchdoctors are past. This pretender might be able to raise one or two skeletal warriors to impress his followers, but an army? That’s the stuff of children’s nightmares—not reality.”

“But even if Kekipi is more capable than our esteemed master magus believes he can possibly be,” the praetor added, “my plan accounts for that possibility. Just as our illustrious predecessors did, we will commence our attack in the morning and in a worst-case scenario be in position before the caves by high noon, or perhaps a little later.”

“All accounts agree,” the master magus picked up her report, “that the undead armies of the Kakana were weaker under direct sunlight. They shattered more readily and were unable to reassemble themselves. So, if Kekipi has raised a handful of walking skeletons to impress his followers, they will be easily handled by you legionnaires.”

Rather more perspiration had broken out on the brow of Tribune Festus than the fine sheet of sweat that marked the other men. He lifted a hand now to catch the attention of the magus. “Since it seems quite likely under the praetor’s ingenious plan that my first hand will be facing any undead in the caves beneath the mountain, would you remind us all how to defeat a skeleton that is shielded from the sun?”

Rather ominously, Praetor Castor frowned at the question, but the magus answered without noticing her superior’s response. “Yes, of course, it’s quite simple, really. You have to break the skull. Otherwise, the animating spirit will continue to form a new body from the pieces of bones that surround it.”

She said this as if it were the simplest task in the world, but most of the lesser tribunes groaned and Julian asked, “Do you have any idea how hard it is to truly cleave a skull?” 

“That’s not going to be a serious problem,” the praetor informed them. “My legion is up to breaking a couple of skeletons. Now if there are no more questions—”

Marcus interrupted him with a raised hand. He had been thinking hard regarding Makuahine Akela’s warning and this might be his only chance to add some sanity to this plan. “If I might, praetor, seeing as this plan might hinge upon continued direct sunlight, might I ask if we can expect any eclipses or major storms?” There was no point in asking about minor storms. The islands suffered one or two of them a day, although they rarely lasted for very long. 

“I am a professional,” Master Magus Alena answered somewhat haughtily. “When Praetor Castor brought me in on his plans, the first thing I did was calculate the next eclipse and the short-term weather. We will not have the first for more than three months and the seasonal storms are still more than six weeks away.”

Marcus nodded, but found he did not feel particularly comforted by the woman’s words. 

“If there are no further interruptions?” the praetor asked. “Good! Lesser tribunes may go see about readying their hands for an inland march. We leave tomorrow at dawn. Tribunes, Xanthus, I’d like a further word with the four of you.” 

Chapter Five: You Really Should Have Stayed Away from His Wife

“Tribune Marcus! Wait up!” 

Marcus turned to find Lesser Tribune Julian Maximus walking toward him with unusual haste for the typical officer in this Mokupani heat. Merinus and Zephirus had made a point of not walking with Marcus so he was alone when Julian reached him.

“I wanted to know what you think of the—no, that might sound like I’m trying to catch you out,” Julian said as he ran an arm across his forehead to wipe away the sweat. “So let me tell you what I think. This plan is a disaster and I can’t believe that even our illustrious praetor thinks it will accomplish anything positive—with the possible exception of getting his lead hand killed and with it the man who is sleeping with his wife.” 

Marcus frowned. He didn’t like gossip but he recognized that politics was an important part of an officer’s responsibilities and Julian had just stuck his neck out in the briefing trying to diplomatically point out the obvious stupidity of this plan.

“Similar thoughts had occurred to me and if Kekipi really is on Mokupani with a large following, this disaster-in-the-making could spiral out of control and let him catch the other hands in isolation. He didn’t even call the other cohorts home to bolster our numbers. Which reminds me, how many of your men do you expect to march out tomorrow?” 

Julian considered the question. “We’re well under our full muster—only seventy-seven active, although the roll officially says we have eighty-five. How many can you march?” 

“We have eighty-eight,” Marcus told him, “both in reality and on the roll.” 

It was a common practice for officers to inflate the number of men they carried so that their monthly pay could fill more deserving pockets. Marcus didn’t participate in this scam in part because he had attracted such ill will from so many of his poorly motivated superiors that he feared to provide them with such easy means to reprimand him. 

“And how many of them are able to march?” Julian asked again. 

“Eighty-eight,” Marcus repeated. Then he confided, “Two of my men in the black band are ill, but not so badly I can’t bring them with me.”

“You really have all of your men fit for duty?” 

“Yes,” Marcus told him. He did not mention Makuahine Akela’s role in keeping them that way. “How many of yours are fit to march?”

Julian shook his head. “I don’t know.” This concession horrified Marcus but he schooled his face not to show his reaction. “Maybe fifty give or take?”

“Two-thirds?” Marcus asked. This time he could not completely keep his concern from showing. 

Julian put on a brave face. “It’s probably not really that bad. Some of those men are bound to be malingerers trying to keep from earning an honest day’s pay. But yes, I’ll be hard pressed to get more than three-quarters of my men to Keahi for our praetor’s battle. You really should have stayed away from his wife.” 

“Me?” The accusation shocked Marcus. “You think I was sleeping with her?”

Julian grimaced. “I’m not trying to offend you, but it’s common knowledge you—”

“Common knowledge?” Marcus interrupted. He’d gone past shock to genuine concern. “Julian, I’ve never touched that woman! I don’t sleep with my superior’s wives. It’s not just good sense. It’s a matter of honor.” 

“But your raid on that pawn shop—” Julian argued.

“Was to help one of my vigils regain his stolen property,” Marcus said. That was true, even if Marcus now understood it to be more than that.

“That’s not what the legionnaires you arrested are saying,” Julian told him. 

“And what are they saying?” Marcus demanded.

“That you came to the pawn shop looking for a woman’s hairpin—”

“That was stolen from my vigil!” Marcus interrupted.

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” Julian asked the question as if he couldn’t quite fathom it was possible that Marcus was telling the truth. 

“I admit that I leaped to the same conclusion you have when I learned that the praetor’s wife had found her missing pin, but I had no knowledge of that when we made the raid and I still have no evidence other than a coincidence of timing to connect the two.” 

Julian shook his head. “I think I believe you, Marcus. But this makes what’s coming even worse. You’re about to be killed for another man’s indiscretion.”

Marcus barked a short, frustrated laugh. “Don’t count me out yet, Julian. My hand really is the best in the legion and we could go toe to toe with any other in Aquila.”

Julian grunted. “For your sake, I hope you’re as good as you pretend.” 
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​Chapter Six: Until You Kill Kekipi
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The Aquilan castrum had broken into chaos as legionnaires unused to being called out on field maneuvers frantically struggled to find their gear and put it in order. They screamed at each other, beat their servants, and generally gave the impression that they neither knew how to don their armor nor how to wield their swords. 

The great exceptions to this rule were the legionnaires of Marcus’ hand. Their vigils, having picked up on the previous day’s rumor that they would be moving out soon, had held a series of inspections the night before so that now all that was left to be gathered was the food and other consumable supplies that would be needed on the march.

Marcus noticed his men’s state of readiness with approval, but took no action that evidenced his reaction. Instead, he found Calidus when he opened the door to greet the tribune and ordered him to inform the vigils that they would have a briefing in thirty minutes. 

Calidus ran from the house to alert Severus and the other vigils, leaving Marcus to face the rage of his mistress. 

“You said you had no orders to march!” she screamed at him. 

Marcus did not have the patience to deal with her this morning. His praetor had constructed a plan intended to kill him and his men and he really needed to take some time to think their way out of it. “Pack your things and go back to your mother’s house,” he ordered.

“You’re throwing me out?” Nani screeched. 

“Until this latest maneuver is over,” Marcus told her.

“You mean until you kill Kekipi!” she accused.

Marcus did not pick up on the heightening rage in her voice. “Or he kills me,” he muttered, foolishly turning his back on the woman. 

His ears barely heard the hiss of iron on leather as she drew her thin knife from its sheath, but he knew the sound and even as his mind screamed he was imagining things, his battle-honed reflexes inspired him to drop to the side away from Nani. 

A knife tore the edge of his uniform tunic without drawing blood. 

Nani hissed with anger and leapt at Marcus, knife chopping down toward his chest. 

Marcus threw up his left arm to ward off the blow and punched her hard with his right fist.

She howled in pain and fury and came at him again, but by this time Marcus had rolled into a crouch. He grabbed her knife arm, almost cutting himself in the process, and threw her hard against the wall. She bounced up again, but he had found his feet and she ran, throwing herself through the window before fleeing from his sight. 

Severus and Calidus found him standing by the window staring after her, trying to figure out what was going on. 
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​Chapter Seven: Why Do You Keep Helping Us?
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“I heard about your woman,” Makuahine Akela told Marcus when he came to check on the packing of the food supplies that would sustain his men on the coming campaign. “You know she no good, right? She want to see the dark kings rule again and all you Aquila driven back across the sea.” 

“No, I didn’t know that,” Marcus told her.

“Now you do.” 

Marcus could understand Nani’s reactions on one level. The dark kings had been horrors, but the Aquila legions were still invaders of her home. What he couldn’t figure out was why he had failed to notice this desire on the part of his mistress. Was he that blinded by her beauty?

“Yes, you were,” Akela told him as if reading his thoughts. “All you men think about is how beautiful the girl is. I know. After all, I was once beautiful too.” 

“You’re still beautiful, Makuahine Akela,” Marcus assured her even though it wasn’t technically true anymore. 

“You are kind, tribune,” she said with a hint of her usual smile. “That is why I will give you a gift before you leave me today.”

“A gift?” Marcus repeated.

The old woman pulled a thin cord from her pocket from which dangled a small bag. “I make you a juju—not too powerful, but if you wear it against your chest, those like He I Do Not Name have trouble seeing you.”

Marcus hesitantly accepted the bag. 

“It not make you invisible, you understand? Only hard to see—easy for the eye to pass over. If you standing with six other men, power not tend to see you. It might give you a chance to get close to him.”

Marcus pulled the cord over his head and stuck the pouch down inside his tunic against his bare flesh. In the eighteen months since he had hired Akela she’d had many opportunities to poison him and his men. This would require a little more trust in the old woman and that required her to answer a question.

“Why do you keep helping us, Makuahine Akela?”

She smiled, but it was a bleak forlorn expression. “When I was a little girl, the Iwakalua—you call them the Rule of Twenty—murdered my parents, my grandparents and all my family: brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles and cousins. I was very young, but I still remember them. You Aquilans, you’re arrogant and sometimes you’re mean, but you aren’t dark like them.” 

Marcus bent down and kissed the old woman tenderly on her cheek. “I’m very sorry for your loss, Makuahine. I’m young enough that those battles between the Rule of Twenty and the royal line of Mokupani seem like ancient history to me. It never occurred to me that you might remember those days. Aquila was only trading with Mokupani way back then.” He took her hands in his and looked straight into her eyes. “I’m going to do my best to kill this man who wants to bring back the bad old days. What the Rule of Twenty did—it’s like the Qing Empire in the northeast—dark and terrible, seeking to suffocate all that’s good and pure and free in the world. I’ll kill him for all of us if I can.”

Makuahine Akela patted Marcus on the cheek. “I know you will. I told you before. You’re going to turn the world right-side-up again if you live long enough.”

Abruptly she turned away from him. “Now off with you. I have work to do if your men are to eat on their march to put the nightmare back in its grave.”
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