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This novel is dedicated to David Weber with thanks for his many extraordinary battle scenes in his Safehold series. Good battle scenes are always difficult to write, but they do so much to bring a story to life. This novel is also written for anyone who loves stories of ancient Rome and enjoys wondering how those legions would have fared against the great threats of fantasy literature. With your shield or on it, Marcus!




Despite a brilliant campaign against the thegn of Morganita, the betrayal by Thegn Hathus of Granate delayed Prefect Marcus sufficiently to keep him and the Black Hat Legion from returning to Amatista before Diamonte’s invasion commenced. This left the burden of facing down the Diamonte horde to the inexperienced legionnaires in training under the command of Red Vigil Calidus Vulpes turned Teniente of the Black Hat Legion.

Seneca Liberus



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One: Assuming They Keep Their Nerve


[image: ]


Capitán Víctor, the half-breed legitimate son of Thegn Clovis of Diamonte, examined the lay of the land in front of him as his army of fifty thousand Gente soldiers made their way down the road toward Amatista. It was the largest Gente army assembled in his lifetime, and he was proud to be in command of it—even if they were just a bunch of his mother’s worthless people. 

The man next to Víctor spit from the saddle to the ground beside his horse. “Look at the scum!” Mago Gervasi said. “Hiding behind that dirt wall like it’s going to save them from us.” The man was half Gota and half Gente like Víctor, but unlike the capitán, he had been pulled from serving in the prestigious cavalry to lead the magos that Diamonte had reluctantly decided to deploy with the Gente infantry to protect them from potentially thousands of Gente archers—not that those thousands appeared to be here in Angosto Pass. 

“You didn’t really expect the Qing to come out to face us in a standup fight, did you?” Víctor asked him. “I mean, even if we didn’t outnumber them twenty to one, they’re Qing. The only reason they’re out here on the front lines is that Thegn Beremund of Amatista knows they’ll be no use to him whatsoever when this army reaches the walls of his city.” 

Mago Gervasi laughed. “That’s true, isn’t it? Maybe we should have done the same.” He slapped his leg in a further expression of his mirth. “That’s one way to scour our own cities of the scum.”  

“So, you give no credence to these reports of the Black Hat Legion?” a third voice broke into the conversation.

Víctor twisted about in his saddle to see his younger brother, Novio, riding toward him. They were full brothers, so he’d given Novio the rank of teniente and given him command of one of his Gente companies—one thousand of the Gente scum they’d lead into battle. Novio’s men probably wouldn’t see any action today because there were about ten thousand Gente ahead of them. Still, it would be good for him to see how his more experienced peers handled the coming hostilities. Novio was very intelligent, always coming up with ideas no one else would ever think of, but he lacked practical experience.

“You’re joking, aren’t you?” Mago Gervasi asked. 

“I’m not sure,” Novio admitted. Like the others, he wore his beard long and unkempt in the tradition of the Gota, but no one would mistake his dark hair as a gift from his father’s people. “It’s difficult to get straight facts on what’s happening in the north, but it’s pretty clear that these Black Hats took Centinela, and they appear to be causing all sorts of trouble for the thegn of Morganita.”

“Fucking Morganita!” Gervasi cursed. “Those idiots obviously don’t know what direction to face when they mount their horses.” 

“The Qing took Centinela by subterfuge,” Víctor reminded everyone. “It’s an embarrassing loss for Morganita, but it ultimately means nothing. They can’t do that to us because it’s our army moving against Amatista, not theirs moving against Diamonte.”

“That may be true of Centinela,” Novio conceded, “but that doesn’t explain what happened in the rest of Morganita.” 

“You don’t know what happened in the rest of Morganita,” the mago countered.

Víctor decided to come to his younger brother’s assistance. “Well, we do know that Thegn Chilperic failed to stop the invasion.” 

“That’s because the greedy bastard took his army north into Peridota when he should have been getting ready to help us crush Amatista,” Gervasi protested.

Víctor ignored the mago. “We also know that almost all of the prime Amatista cavalry went north, so whatever rumors you’re hearing, it’s clear that the real damage being done to Morganita is from Lord Totila and his Gota warriors. That’s the threat we face—not some dressed up infantry pretending it’s a legion of Aquila.” 

As he finished speaking, Víctor noticed a subtle lessening of the tension in his younger brother’s shoulders. Unfortunately, Gervasi saw it too and began to laugh again. “Don’t tell me you’re actually afraid of these Qing,” he said with a gesture toward the defenses Amatista had constructed on the following hill.

“Afraid? No!” Novio insisted. “But look at them. We’ve all heard the stories of the Siege of Fort Defiance. And we’ve all heard rumors of Black Hats taking down cavalry in the streets of Centinela. If Prefect Marcus and his Aquilan officers have taught those Qing to stand like that, we’re going to lose a lot of men taking that next hill.”

Rather than answer immediately, Víctor and Gervasi took a moment to examine the defenses their Gente were steadily walking toward. Right now, the Diamonte forces were making their way down the side of the hill from which the three half-breeds were examining the enemy fortifications. About a mile ahead of them the next hill began, rising increasingly high until the land dropped off sharply to the east and rose quite steeply to the west with the road tracing its path over the ridge in the three-hundred-yard-wide ribbon of mostly passable land.

The Amatistans had built a double ditch and a wall of dirt across the road and extended it east and west as far as the land was passable. In addition, on the steep side of the hill, not easily passable from this direction, they had placed many hundreds of archers positioned to rain death down upon the Diamonte army. Several hundred more archers had been placed behind the main body of infantry, but the magos reported that there didn’t appear to be anything other than campsites once you crested the hill. 

“They’re just Qing,” Víctor said with just a trace of uncertainty in his voice, then his confidence grew stronger as he reminded everyone of their great strength. “Right now, they’re watching our army come over the hill, and keep coming, and keep coming. We have fifty thousand Gente. That’s so many that they’re still going to be coming over this hill when our first men reach the Qing. The battle will be over before our last men know we’re in combat.” 

Novio finally smiled. “That’s true, isn’t it?”

“Fucking right it’s true!” Gervasi assured him.

Novio’s smile broadened, then abruptly disappeared. “It just occurred to me that you’re a mago and would be able to put to rest one of the other rumors circulating through my men. What in the name of Fulgus were those bastards ahead of us doing every night when their magos blocked our scrying of their camps?” 

The question ruined Gervasi’s good spirits. “How do you know about that?” 

“Everyone knows about that,” Novio countered. “And I mean, everyone! It’s the talk of the army. What were those creepy little Qing up to?”

“I wish you’d told me about this sort of talk earlier,” Víctor said. “The fact they were blocking our attempts to scry them was supposed to be a secret.” He glared at Gervasi. “One of your magos must have talked.”

“What do you mean my magos? They know how to keep a secret even if they are from one of the fucking Gente houses. One of the guards you set them must have talked.” 

“The guards didn’t know what they were doing in those tents,” Víctor insisted.

“Of course, they did. You think sound doesn’t carry through a tent wall?”

“The magos—”

“Brother!” Novio interrupted. “Mago Gervasi! What were they hiding?”

The question strangely restored Víctor’s good humor. “Oh, that! They didn’t want us to know they were building the extra ditch and some minor defensive barriers up on that hill.”

Novio hesitated for a moment before answering. “That doesn’t make any sense. We can see what they did—or at least most of it.”

Gervasi chuckled. “I know! But what can you expect from the Qing and the Gente? They may have drafted their Gente magos into the army as we did, but those fools have no real experience with combat. They obviously forgot that the capitán here could send out real scouts—Gota warriors with long experience of war to see what they were up to.”

“Every night they sent their Qing out to strengthen their defenses under cover of darkness,” Víctor explained. “And as you know, many of these last few nights there was enough moonlight to easily track what they were doing.”

“The poor fools probably thought that those pathetic defenses we can see before us would come as a shock to our men as they mounted this hill,” Gervasi added. “But it’s their men who are in for a shock—fifty thousand reasons why we don’t care about their little ditches and that pathetic wall.” 

“Their whole battle plan obviously depends on showering arrows down upon us from that height,” Víctor said. Then he decided to share with his brother a bit of the thinking of the Gota controlling the war. “We considered having High Mago Deverel and his magos summon another storm so that the rain would wreck their bowstrings, but it was deemed unnecessary. The high mago’s time is very valuable and he already did more than enough bringing in those storms to clear the snow out of the passes. It’s also completely unnecessary since Thegn Clovis sent so many of the Gente magos out with the army to protect the men from archers.” 

“I would have still loved to see that,” Novio said. “Imagine watching him bring down the lightning on them. I’ll bet he could level the top of that mountain.”

“That would indeed be a sight,” Mago Gervasi agreed. “Unfortunately, the high mago has better things to do than entertain a bunch of Gente soldiers.” 

“If that was our father’s thinking,” Víctor confided, “then he made a mistake. You don’t have a mago of Deverel’s skill and power entertain the soldiers, you have him put the fear of the Gota into them. That would be far more effective than taking a few hostages from the prominent Gente families to keep them loyal.” 

“Interesting idea,” Gervasi mused. “Too bad you weren’t in the council that made the decision.” 

“It won’t matter anyway,” Víctor responded. “Numbers will tell. Your magos will neuter the archers and the Qing—assuming they keep their nerve and stand and fight—will be crushed within an hour.” 

He turned to his younger brother. “You better ride up and rejoin your men. Looks like the battle will begin in about ten minutes.” 
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​Chapter Two: Fulgus Turned His Back
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Calidus Vulpes, Teniente of the Black Hat Legion and Red Vigil of the genuine legions of Aquila, surveyed the approaching Diamonte army trying to keep a frown of displeasure from showing on his face. It was far worse than he’d feared. In the secret place in his mind where he’d allowed himself to fantasize about the coming battle, he’d prayed to face only three or four thousand men. His plan would utterly annihilate three or four thousand men. If his men held his lines and kept from pissing themselves, they could still do an awful lot of damage to the army approaching them, but with ten or fifteen thousand soldiers to call upon, a firm commander would still take these fortifications in an hour or two.

He mentally shrugged. Such was war. 

Placing his horse-plumed helm firmly upon his head as Prefect Marcus would have done, Calidus stepped through his lines and mounted the short wall that formed their primary defense. He’d always admired the way the prefect addressed the men. Intellectually he knew that Marcus felt fear like the rest of them did, but never once had he seen it in his commanding officer’s face or heard it in his voice when he addressed his legionnaires. Now it was Calidus’ turn to learn if he had the same magic.

“Will you look at that?” he tried to bellow the way Black Vigil Severus would have, but his voice was not as deep as the grizzled old veteran’s and it came out more as an exclamation of wonder.

He turned around on the wall. “Don’t they look pretty walking toward us?”

His men—almost all green legionnaires who had never seen a minute of genuine combat—looked up at him with expressions of wonder. That told Calidus something of how frightened they really were. The Qing were famous for their ability to conceal their emotions. The Gente archers standing in ranks behind them made no effort to hide their feelings. They all thought he was crazy.

Calidus continued as if he hadn’t noticed. “Oh, I know they can’t march the way we do—that’s a mob not an army walking this way. But really, take a moment to look at them.”

He turned back and pointed. “They’re all dressed up like they’re going to services to worship Madre Tierra.” Calidus actually couldn’t see the approaching men well enough to know that this was true, but then, neither could his men. And Madre Tierra was an essentially pacifistic goddess. He knew that his legionnaires—Qing and Gente alike—would understand that men going to her services would not be prepared for violence.

Calidus turned back to them and grinned. “Who wants to make a wager? I’ll bet a week’s pay it takes less than half an hour for us to turn this whole mob around and send them scurrying back over that hill.”

For a painful moment, not a single legionnaire moved. Then a bright female voice called out from among the Gente archers up on the hillside. “I’ll take that bet, Teniente! This is the Black Hat Legion you’re addressing. Dispelling that mob won’t take half that time!” 

Around her, the mountaintop exploded with cheers of support. Maga Fidelia Estudioso was an early hero of the war. Not only had she and her team of Gente archers penetrated deep into these hills to reseal two passes against Diamonte, she had waged and won an incredible magical duel against a presumably Gota mago. The men were openly calling her the new Maga Ximena—a tribute to both her and the legendary head of Amatista’s most prestigious magical house. 

Calidus built on the suddenly soaring spirits with a flourishing bow. “I stand corrected, Maga Fidelia! Fifteen minutes!” 

Cheers erupted again—everyone but the Qing who continued to stare at him with that difficult to interpret expression of wonder on their faces. 

Calidus glanced over his shoulder and determined he had a little more time. “Now you all know the plan. When I jump off this wall, the magos will get started. And a few minutes after that we’ll start shedding Diamonte blood.”

This time, as the Gente cheered, he was very pleased to notice a change in the countenance of his Qing infantry. They were smiling in much the same way that the sharks in the waters around the Fire Islands seem to grin as they shot forward to bite their prey.

He’d done everything he could think of to prepare for this battle. If Marcus were back with the legion, they could have held here forever—or at least until Diamonte reopened some of the other passes. He didn’t have enough men to do that now, but as surely as Sol Invictus was looking down upon them from the heavens, he was going to teach the poor Gente in front of them to respect his men. 
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Capitán Víctor’s head snapped around at the sound of the cheer rolling across the valley from the defenses on the far side. “That is not a good sign,” he muttered.

“Why do you say that?” Mago Gervasi’s question was more protest than a request for information.

“Their morale is good, and they think they can win,” Víctor told him.

“You don’t believe that,” the mago said.

“That they can win? No! Not ultimately! But they’re going to fight, not just run away.”

“Surely that’s a good thing,” Gervasi insisted. “It’s easier to kill them when they stand and fight.” 

Ahead of them the enemy commander in the Aquilan helmet stepped off the wall behind his defenses. His men—shields ready and swords out—immediately stepped up to the wall.

“You’re a cavalry man,” Víctor reminded the mago. “Surely you know that the best way to kill the enemy is to stab him in the back as he runs away from you.”

“Yes, but—what are they doing now?” Gervasi asked. 

Víctor couldn’t see anything different in the field ahead of him. His commanders were spreading out their men west of the road to take advantage of all the open ground ahead of them. This sort of maneuver always caused a bit of confusion as men stumbled about trying to find their places. “What are you talking about?”

“Their magos have summoned the winds. They’re bumping our soldiers about—nothing dangerous, but I don’t understand why they’re doing it.”

Víctor looked harder. Yes, he could see it now. Some of those stumbles were actually the result of magical shoves. 

“I don’t understand what they think they’re accomplishing,” Gervasi complained again.

“Neither do I,” Víctor admitted. “Maybe they’re just trying to intimidate our men by showing them that the enemy has magos among them. 

“If that’s all they’re doing it won’t matter,” Gervasi assured him. “My magos are taking the matter in hand.”

Víctor released a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. Gervasi was right. They’d placed two Gente magos for every thousand men in the field. Roughly half of those men were on horseback so they could stay near his tenientes, but the other half were on foot among the men where they could offer the most protection from enemy archers. As the winds continued to buffet his soldiers, he could see the magos beginning to act—both those on horseback and those on foot—waving arms in the mystical patterns that gave them control over their amazing powers. The winds calmed and some stability returned to the ranks of his soldiers.

Gervasi chuckled. “If that’s the best the glorious House Estudioso can do, they are the most overrated magos in the Jeweled Cities.”

“I think you’re right,” Víctor agreed. “And since the men appear to be ready, I think it’s time to give the order to attack.” 

He gestured at a young half-Gota and the boy lifted a horn to his lips, blowing a long mournful note out across the valley.

The Diamonte Gente—both those assembled in ranks for the attack and those still in columns on the road—raised an impressive cheer. It shook the air around them and bounced off the sides of the hills. 

A moment later, and the lead elements of the largest Gente army the Jeweled Cities had seen in a generation charged forward to crush their enemies. Ten seconds after that, Fulgus turned his back on Víctor and his battleplan completely collapsed.
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​Chapter Three: Fifteen Hundred Arrows Filled the Sky
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The breath caught in Calidus’ throat as the Gente army charged forward up the incline toward the Amatistan lines. He was fully aware that this was the largest group of men he had ever commanded. In the Fire Islands, after they’d defeated Kekipi he’d been in command of four hundred native legionnaires, but even then he’d had Prefect Marcus and Black Vigil Severus to fall back upon for advice and support. Here he was on his own with more than two thousand five hundred men depending on him against an initial element of some ten thousand soldiers. He’d planned well for this encounter, but if the enemy accepted their losses and continued to press forward, he knew that he and his men would be crushed.

But they couldn’t carry on, could they? Calidus had been too clever for them—using his magos to block scrying evening after evening and putting on a show for the more traditional scouts every night the moon would reveal their activities. They couldn’t know what he’d really done; couldn’t imagine how he’d figured out how to use the sheets of raw silk that still filled Amatista’s warehouses. An idea born of late-night drinking before the legion had marched north into Morganita would provide the trick that would bloody the noses of these coastal invaders, and Maga Fidelia’s ingenious idea to let them identify the enemy magos should help them turn this first attack into a rout. 

It wouldn’t be much longer now. The enemy officers on their horses would be the easiest targets. The magos who had foolishly identified themselves would not be much harder to pick out. It just waited for them to find the—

The front lines of Diamonte’s infantry reached the carefully camouflaged pits that Calidus’ men had dug every night that clouds concealed the moon. The pits were only about four feet deep—there hadn’t been time to dig them deeper—but the true danger was not the depth but the sharpened stakes that lined the bottoms in the fashion that the natives put teeth into their tiger traps in the jungles of far off Ekángá. The intimidating shouts of the attacking army turned to encouraging howls of agony and fear and in that moment, Senior Vigil Alexandros—a Graecian from the legions of Aquila—called out the order to “Release arrows!”

Fifteen hundred arrows filled the sky and the enemy magos—inexperienced in war and completely distracted by the disaster that had just struck their front lines—failed to make the necessary gestures to use their mastery of the wind to push the arrows safely away from them.

To make matters worse for Diamonte, Calidus’ archers were not randomly targeting the enemy army. Spotters among them had taken advantage of the trick Fidelia and her fellow magos had used to get the enemy casters to identify themselves and the arrows, in groups of a hundred, were all directed straight toward the men who could protect the enemy from Calidus’ archers.

Death rained from above and as one man—the enemy soldiers who had been promised they would be protected from Amatista’s archers—flinched backward, leaving dozens of their fellows dead or dying on the field of battle. 

“Draw! Aim! Release!” 

The archer manos continued to launch independently of each other. The average unit launched their next flight in six seconds. The best ones could do it in four. In either event, it only added to the death and confusion on the battlefield in front of them. More men screamed as they died or lay twisting in agony on the now-bloody field. Men who had only flinched backward after the first flight now turned and fled, but they were still well within the range of Calidus’ archers—especially those positioned high on the hill above them. 

“Draw! Aim! Release!” 

The Qing in front of him began to cheer as boisterously as if they were a group of Gente. Calidus couldn’t help but smile as he passed through their lines to mount the wall again. The war was far from over, but this had been a good beginning. Not only had they cut down most, if not all, of the magos involved in this initial assault, not a single mounted officer appeared to have survived Calidus’ archers. 

Far ahead, the long and impressive column of Gente marching down the far hill through the valley was also starting to break. Men on horseback struggled to keep their men in their columns, but most were not succeeding. Terror was as contagious as any invisible disease and spread even more quickly. 

A last flight of arrows failed to reach even the slowest of the fleeing soldiers and the vigils rightly reined in their excited men. Calidus viewed the destruction his legionnaires had spread out before him and nodded with satisfaction.

The next battle would be much harder, but this had been a good beginning. 
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Teniente Novio’s shock turned to horror as the humongous flight of arrows launched into the sky and no Gente magos stepped up to turn the rain of death away from the army. He flinched as the torrent hammered home and hundreds more of their soldiers cried out in pain. Why weren’t the magos defending them? How could this be happening?

“Madre Tierra,” Mago Poncio whispered beside Novio. 

A second flight of arrows launched and crashed unopposed into the Diamonte army, skewering dozens more soldiers who—much to Novio’s horror—began to turn and run back down the hill.

“No!” he shouted. “Don’t run! Stand your ground, Gente! You have shields! Stand your ground!” 

The truth was that most Gente did not have shields. The Gota masters of Diamonte—like all the other Gota of the Jeweled Cities—did not enjoy the prospect of giving their subjects the material with which to raise rebellion against themselves. So, most of the men in this army came with their farm tools—scythes, pitchforks, and axes. It was not illegal for them to have shields, but in truth they were discouraged from obtaining them. Still, many—perhaps as many as one in ten in this army—did have them, but none were using them now. In fact, many of those who did were throwing them to the ground so they could flee faster as yet more arrows stuck their fellows in the backs.

He turned on Mago Poncio. “You have to do something! You’re a mago! Stop those arrows!”

Novio’s words broke through the mago’s shock and rallied him to act—just not in the way Novio wanted him to. Wheeling his horse to the rear, the clearly terrified mago tried to join the ranks of the fleeing soldiers. 

Novio caught him by the arm and pulled him off his horse. “Don’t you dare run! You’re a mago. You’re supposed to be protecting the soldiers from those arrows!” 

Panic lit Poncio’s eyes. The fleeing men were getting closer to them and he clearly wanted to get out ahead of them. “It’s too far away! My magic won’t reach that far.”

“Magos,” Novio muttered. A noise among his men caught his attention. Like so many of the other soldiers in the column, his were starting to back away from the thousands of men fleeing before him even though they themselves were hundreds of yards out of range of the enemy arrows. “This is getting out of hand.” 

“Gente of Diamonte, listen to me!” His voice drew their attention and he drew his sword to keep them focused on him. “I want every Gente standing in column on this road to sit down!”

Several hundred pairs of eyes stared at him as if he’d just gone mad. 

“You heard me! Sit down!” He gestured nonchalantly at the enemy lines that were still nearly a mile away. “They aren’t going to come out from behind that wall. So, sit down!” 

He screamed the last words and when still none of his men moved to follow his orders, he nudged his horse next to the closest Gente and screamed, “I said sit!” 

The man did, looking too stunned to fully understand what he was doing. 

Novio glared at the men beside and behind him and they abruptly dropped to the ground also. 

He edged his horse down the line and in small groups of five and ten, more men dropped to their asses. 

Ahead of him, Inigo, the next teniente in the line, started screaming at his men to sit down as well. It helped tremendously. More men started to drop to the road both ahead of and behind Inigo.

A quick glance over his shoulder told Novio they were out of time and that those in the column ahead of him were being swept up in the panic. 

He made one last try to save his command. “I said—get down!” 

Terrified men began to sweep past him and Novio let them go, keeping all of his attention on his own men—screaming at them to keep sitting—screaming at them to find their balls and not run away from a bunch of Qing worms.

The pounding feet of the panicked soldiers rolled past him like thunder, but when they were gone, Teniente Novio still had a command in the field. 
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Capitán Víctor watched in horror as the arrows rained down upon his men. He was well back from the action, sitting his horse upon the opposite hill where he had an unobstructed view of the battle. That meant he could see everything going wrong in front of him as the arrows continued to hammer into the backs of his fleeing men. Where were the magos? Why weren’t they doing anything?

“Lift the winds, you fools!” Mago Gervasi growled beside him, but the magos were as shocked as the two officers were by the sudden trap that had opened up beneath their feet. Those civilian magos had no experience with this level of horror. They couldn’t react in time to save themselves and the other soldiers.

Víctor flinched as the flight of arrows thudded home and screams erupted from hundreds of his men. They wouldn’t all have been hit, but the terror of the moment would be nearly as great for those next to an injured man as that experienced by hurt men themselves.

“They targeted the magos,” Gervasi muttered. It wasn’t clear to Víctor if he knew he was speaking aloud, but it directed the capitán’s attention just the same. Magos liked to wear the stars of their office as prominently as possible, but in the chaos of thousands of Gente reeling on the battlefield, it was impossible for him to identify individuals within the army. He couldn’t see which were magos and which were not.

By the time that it occurred to him that his officers were mounted, and he should be able to identify them, another flight of arrows was ripping into his soldiers. If anything, this flight struck him as even more destructive than the first and he immediately realized two disturbing items about the Amatistan tactics. The first was that Gervasi had been correct. They had targeted his magos in tight attacks focusing on any area where the magos had been walking. The second was that the follow up attack had been as well planned as the first. The enemy was blanketing the field. There was no part of the battle safe from their assault and it was clear his men understood that as well.

As one body, his soldiers began to retreat backward as yet another wave of arrows leapt forward from the enemy lines. 

Ahead of him, the long column—four men wide and thousands long—trembled at the sight of all of those men fleeing back down into the valley toward them. “Hold your ground!” he shouted although he honestly doubted that any man within range of his voice was paying even the slightest attention to him. “Hold your ground!”

Far ahead of him on the road, he caught sight of his brother yanking his mago off his horse. It reminded him that Gervasi was seated on the horse beside him. “What the fuck is wrong with your men?” he demanded. “The whole reason they’re out there is to stop this from happening!” 

Gervasi wheeled furiously on him. “Don’t try to blame this fiasco on me!” 

“Who else could be at fault? It’s not those ridiculous pits that are chasing the men back here—it’s archers whom you were supposed to keep from threatening us!” 

Truth to tell, he could see right now that despite all their talk of thousands of Gente archers they had badly underestimated the impact of one or two thousand arrows simultaneously taking flight. It momentarily blackened the sky, and even if the magos had done as they were supposed to, he doubted very much that they would have succeeded in turning all of the enemy’s missiles away.

“Well it’s your men who are running!” Gervasi argued.

“We don’t have time for this!” Víctor cut him off. “Do something to stop them fleeing!”

“Do what?” the mago screamed back at him.

“I said sit down!” 

The words shouted from somewhere further down the road so startled the two men that they stopped arguing and turned to see what was happening. Far ahead of them, panicked men were racing toward the front of the column—not to attack it, but to escape the Black Hat legion where it stood taunting them from behind its dirt wall. Ahead of those routed men, the column was beginning to come apart as well except for a place half a mile down the road where one of the officers was forcing his men to sit down in the dirt.

“Is that your brother?” Mago Gervasi asked. 

Víctor almost instinctively denied the accusation until he realized what Novio was doing. “Yes! It’s brilliant! Those men aren’t in any danger as long as they don’t join those others and try and run back to Diamonte.”

He wheeled his horse about to face his men who were still climbing the far side of the hill. “Tenientes! Sargentos! I want the whole army seated in the road and I want it done now!” 

The men stared at him as if he’d gone mad. 

“Fulgus’ hairy balls, men! I said sit them down!” 

Uncertainly at first, Víctor’s officers began to follow his orders. “You heard the capitán. I want every one of you maggots sitting in the fucking road right now!” 

The moment Víctor believed they would do as he demanded, he turned his attention back to Gervasi. “You’re a mago. Make a wind or something. Knock them down! Stop them!” 

Gervasi continued to stare at him as if he’d gone mad. “You think this is a skald’s story? There are thousands of men running this way. One mago alone can’t stop them!”

Víctor reached across their horses and grabbed the mago by his star-covered vest. “Try!”

Shrugging him off, Gervasi looked again at the mass of men running toward them. Then he reached into his saddle bag and pulled out a long thin wand of highly polished elm. With a glare at Víctor, he slid off his horse and took a few steps closer to the routed soldiers charging up the hill. 

He lifted the wand and the whole tableau ahead of them changed. A strong wind plummeted from the sky, blowing the helmet right off Víctor’s head as it raced past Gervasi and down the hill toward the Gente soldiers. 

The first men, with no warning of their sudden danger, were knocked off their feet into the men directly behind them. Then the direction of the instant-gale began to change, sweeping back and forth in an arc in front of the mago. Men who encountered it stumbled to a halt or slipped and fell, but unfortunately Gervasi had been correct. Twenty-seconds after he began to cast the first of the frightened Gente ran past him. A few moments later, the mago lowered his wand and stood breathing heavily as more and more men passed. He’d knocked down maybe twenty or twenty-five, but that was like knocking over one cow when a whole herd of cattle was stampeding past. 

Víctor sat shaking with fury while the cowards fled. This set back would badly hurt his reputation with Lord Unwen and the Aquamarinan Master of Horse Ywain. If he couldn’t figure out what to do immediately, it might even cost him his command.

Fortunately, his younger brother showed him the solution. “All right, you worthless curs,” Novio shouted. “You’ve seen the show. Now it’s time to go back to work. Get on your feet, every last one of you! It’s time to go to war!”

Much to Víctor’s surprise, the Gente began to pick themselves off the dirt road and resume their places in the column. 
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​Chapter Four: A Pleasure and an Honor
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Marcus Venandus, Prefect of Amatista and Tribune of the legendary Legions of Aquila, watched the last of the wagons pull out of El Cruce toward the aptly named Fort Seneca outside of the city of Morganita. He had to force himself not to fidget. It was a long walk back to Seneca and the wagons would make it take longer yet, but he had injured men and treasure to transport, so for the first leg of the journey back to Amatista he would have to accept the reduced speed.

On the other hand, his legion would be the strongest it had been in weeks when they finally reached Amatista. New, mostly Qing recruits, had been training at Fort Seneca since before Marcus had led the more experienced legionnaires north to confront Thegn Chilperic at the bridges. Add to that a thousand Gota warriors recruited by Acting Magus Seneca and he’d doubled the size of his auxiliary cavalry. Finally, all his magos should have recovered from their exertions. When he did get his force back to Amatista, it would be the largest and most capable army he had yet led in the Jeweled Hills—or ever, for that matter. 

“If we’d met Diamonte in the passes, this might have been enough to make a difference,” he muttered. 

“Prefect?” Don Eladio asked. “Did you say something?”

“What?” Marcus pretended to be confused. “What did you say? I’m afraid I’ve been woolgathering.” 

The Gente don smiled patiently. “Probably imagining what you will do to the forces of Diamonte when you get your brave soldiers back to the south.”

Marcus suppressed the instinctive frown that welled up whenever his men were referred to as mere soldiers. They were legionnaires—the best infantry that the Jeweled Cities of the North had ever seen. Yet he knew that no insult had been intended so he put a smile on his face and responded jovially. “You are undoubtedly correct, Don Eladio. It will be a great challenge.”

“And yet who could doubt that you are the man to take up that gauntlet. You have, with some assistance from my cousin, Don Fermín, and our illustrious Gente fighting men, defeated not one of the accursed Gota thegns, but two.” 

This time, Marcus did frown. “And yet the second thegn held us here in the north too long. Diamonte and Aquamarina have invaded Amatista and if we don’t hurry home, we may find ourselves avenging that fair city rather than defending it.”

Don Eladio frowned with Marcus. Showing emotion was one of the things the Gente were highly adept at. They all presented themselves as actors on a stage with long flowery speeches and overly expressive gestures. They were the polar opposite of his taciturn Qing shield and spear men, which made communicating with both groups a special challenge. 

“I fear you are correct, prefect. The greedy hordes of our enemies may well precede you to your home. Would that it was possible for my cousin and I to lead our brave Gente cavalry at your side, but alas there is so much to be completed here to secure our homeland that it simply is not possible.”

Marcus believed this to be a highly shortsighted decision on Don Fermín and Don Eladio’s part. If Thegn Chilperic were still in charge, it was barely possible that Diamonte and Aquamarina would respect their alliance with him and be satisfied with the conquest of Amatista and Topacio, but Marcus was absolutely certain that there was no way under Sol Invictus’ skies that they would leave a Jeweled City under Gente control. 

Instead of arguing the point, he offered his hand. “You and your cousin have accomplished great things here, Don Eladio. I will long cherish the memory of fighting beside you both and am pleased that I can leave the bridge at El Cruce in such capable hands.”

Don Eladio flushed with pride as he grasped Marcus’ hand in the Gente fashion—palm to palm. “That is an exceptional compliment coming from you, Prefect Marcus.” 

His smile disappeared when he caught sight of Lord Evorik and the prisoner, Maga Ianira, riding toward them. Both were Gota, with great bands of gold and silver on their forearms, and in Evorik’s case, a long unkempt red beard flowing before him. 

Don Eladio lowered his voice. “I understand that you have no choice but to work with these curs, Prefect Marcus, but please, I beg you to remember the lesson taught by Thegn Hathus of Granate.”

Marcus believed he knew what advice was coming, but he politely lowered his voice and asked the expected question anyway. “And what is that?”

“The Gota will always betray you in the end.” 

Marcus found a slight twist on that warning to be a good overall philosophy of the Jeweled Hills. None of the major groups—Gota, Gente and Qing—were truly trustworthy and each was riven with its own internal divisions that made them even more difficult to work with. But Evorik? Marcus couldn’t believe the day would come when they would cease to be friends. They’d been through too much together. He felt almost as close to the man as he did to Black Vigil Severus Lupus. 

“As always,” Marcus whispered. “I thank you for your advice and the spirit in which you offered it.” 

“But you do not believe me,” Don Eladio said with a sigh. 

“Let me guess,” Evorik bellowed good naturedly as he and the maga reached Marcus’ side. “The Gente is warning you of how untrustworthy Gota are.”

The maga scowled—not an attractive look but undoubtedly a true expression of her feelings. “The Gente act like they are speaking of others, but reveal only the truth about themselves.” 

“You are a prisoner!” the don reminded her. “You will not—” 

“Don Eladio,” Marcus gently interrupted him. “The feelings of the Gota and the Gente for each other are well known to me. We do not need to get into an argument now, especially as we are making our farewells.”

Eladio grudgingly submitted. “Out of my respect for you and your great accomplishments, prefect, I will permit this Gota whore to remain unchastised.”

“Gota whore?” the maga snapped as she raised her hands menacingly. “I’ll show you—” 

“Maga!” Marcus raised his voice. “My apologies for Don Eladio’s unfortunate mischaracterization, but I must remind you that you have given me your oath that you will not by magic or other deed take action against either myself, my men, or my allies while you are my prisoner. Like Lord Evorik, Don Eladio is definitely one of my allies.”

For a moment, Marcus thought that the hot tempered Gota would turn her attack against him, but she controlled herself and lowered her hands. 

“Thank you,” Marcus acknowledged her restraint.

Evorik laughed. “I think I will never understand you, Marcus. How does a man of your accomplishments—victor of the Siege of Fort Defiance, Harrower of Morganita, Slayer of Thegn Hathus of Granate—how is a man like you so fucking polite to everyone?” 

Marcus couldn’t suppress a chuckle of his own. “A good commander chooses his weapons carefully, my friend. And I really don’t want to delay our journey with any unnecessary unpleasantness.” 

He turned back to Eladio. “And I think that this brings us to our own parting. Have you any message for Don Fermín? I hope to see him when we reach Fort Seneca.” 

The don shook his head. “Only that I have things well in hand for him here at El Cruce.” 

“I’m quite certain that Don Fermín will have no doubt of that,” Marcus assured him. “It has been a pleasure and an honor fighting beside you, Don Eladio.”

“I hope that we have the opportunity to fight together again.”

For the second time in the conversation, Marcus suppressed a wince. He wondered if Don Eladio realized there were two ways to interpret that wish and that one—the Black Hat Legion clashing with Gente dominated Morganita—was by far the more likely than a further alliance between the two city-states.

He showed none of this concern in his response. “I will pray to Sol Invictus that every time we meet it will be as good friends.” 
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​Chapter Five: Shall I Tell You a Secret?


[image: ]


Teniente Calidus watched the men he had just routed flee past the column of men sitting on the road without infecting most of their comrades with their own panic. “Smart officers,” he muttered under his breath. “Smart officers.”

He doubted that he would have thought to order his men to sit under such circumstances, but it had been a brilliant way of preserving an obviously poorly disciplined force. Panicked men were so anxious to escape that they were as likely to lash out at their friends as their foes, but by having the unpanicked men sit, their officers had simultaneously made it difficult for them to run and assured that they presented absolutely no threat to the fleeing soldiers. 

The Diamonte officers understood that their army was large enough to lose a few thousand men to panic and still pose an overwhelming threat to Calidus’ legion. 

Unfortunately, he knew that his own people could understand that also.

Time to play at being Prefect Marcus, he thought. 

He stepped back up on the dirt wall again. It stood four feet high from the uphill side of the fortification, but there was a ditch six feet deep directly on the downhill side. He’d worked hard not to let the Diamonte scouts see this little feature. One of the lessons that Calidus had learned from Prefect Marcus on the Sea of Grass was that the enemy could be tricked into making mistakes if you led him to misunderstand what he was seeing. On the Sea of Grass, they’d dressed merchants up as legionnaires to fool the scrying eyes of the shaman while the real legionnaires moved under cover of a dust cloud. Here he had carefully hidden the true depth of his defenses by deepening them under cover of night. If he had been successful—and this first attack suggested that he was—his enemies believed this last ditch to be only three feet deep. That was a difficult obstacle but scarcely an unsurpassable one. He wanted those soldiers to have to stand on the bodies of their dead brothers to even reach the range where they could start fighting back against his men. 

He turned to face his legionnaires. “Maga Fidelia!” he bellowed in his best imitation of Severus Lupus’ calling out orders. Prefect Marcus always had the best words, but it was Severus who could best make himself heard. “It would appear I owe you one week’s pay!”

The happy and excited cheers would have drowned out any follow up statement, so Calidus patiently waited for them to die down again. When they did, he shared with them the hard news knowing—because he’s been a legionnaire in the front lines, himself, and knew what they were thinking—that every one of these men, no matter how green, already understood that the fight was not over. 

“I’m sure you will all agree that the first battle was fun. Our magos and our archers met the challenge and sent the enemy fleeing!”

New cheers erupted, but they didn’t last as long as the first cries of triumph. 

“Now the enemy knows that we are ready to fight. You can see them sitting there on the road, looking at their dead and dying friends, thinking about what we’ll do to them when they come back.”

He expected another round of cheers but was disappointed. After a brief hesitation, he continued. “Shall I tell you a secret?” 

“Yes!” the cry came from dozens of throats, before it turned into a chant of “Tell us! Tell us! Tell us!” 

Even the Qing picked up the chant which told Calidus that morale really was soaring among his legionnaires. 

He raised his hand to silence them, then spoke in a slightly lower voice. “Those poor fools out there think they know all of our surprises now, but between you and me—they couldn’t be more wrong. A lot more of them are going to die the next time they charge our wall!”

Cheers erupted yet again and this time it was a very long time before they died down.
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“All right, you worthless curs,” Novio shouted at his men sitting on the road. “You’ve seen the show. Now it’s time to go back to work. Get on your feet, every last one of you! It’s time to go to war!”

Ahead of him, the long line of Gente sitting in the dirt road started to get to their feet. Many were wild eyed, but not all. Novio started marking the calm and serious types in his mind because those were the men he’d most likely be able to depend on when things got bad again.

“All right, I want the whole lot of you to turn west and face me!” Novio ordered. Again, the men mostly did as he said—indeed, most of them were already facing toward him.”

“Now march toward me! Sargentos count the paces. Let’s go, one hundred steps. Move!” 

When the men started moving, Novio expertly wheeled his horse and kept ahead of them. One hundred paces out didn’t feel far enough so he kept them moving. “That’s the way, now five hundred more! Follow me!” 

When they were sufficiently far away from the road, Novio turned his mount around again, only to find that the whole army—or at least the ten or fifteen thousand soldiers who had crossed the ridge and hadn’t run away—had their eyes upon him. 

It made him self-conscious, and it also made it harder for him to do what he instinctively knew needed to be done. 

“Teniente Inigo!” he shouted. “Would you do me the personal favor of moving your men there?” He pointed at a spot about three hundred feet away. 

The teniente considered the request for about three seconds before turning and getting his own men up and moving. “On your feet, you Gente dogs! Get your asses out there on the hillside beside Teniente Novio’s men!” 

Satisfied for now, Novio continued organizing his own soldiers. “I want everyone with a shield to step up front and form a double line.”

Slowly, unhappily the hundred or so men with shields started to do what they were told. When they started to form another column, Novio used the sword in his hand to point the way he wanted them to stand. Instead of four wide, they’d be fifty wide—give or take. It took way too much time, but he got them into position.

“Good! Good!” he complimented them. “Now the rest of you, fill in behind them. Anyone with a bow, you get in the back of the formation.” Novio really didn’t understand why any of his men had bows other than that they had brought the weapons with them when they were drafted for war.

“Why are we getting organized like this?” One of the men asked him. “You can’t think we’re going to attack. I mean...” he looked around clearly wanting some support. “Look what they did to those others and there were a lot more of them then there are of us.”

Much as he hated the question, Novio was actually pleased it had taken so long for one of the never happy Gente to ask it. 

“Of course, we’re going to attack them again!” he snarled. “But not now! What we’re doing now is getting into a formation that can contain them. If they want to turn and run back toward Amatista they’re welcome to. The cavalry will enjoy cutting them down. But if those fools ahead of us decide to come out and fight—we’re here to turn them back again.”

That didn’t seem to reassure any of his men, so Novio tried again.

“Look, they’re not going to come out if they see we’re ready for them. That would be suicide on their part. There are fifty thousand of us—and that’s before we talk about the cavalry. So, what we’re really doing is convincing them they don’t want to come any closer to us than they are right now.”

That explanation got a few heads to nod and set off a dozen very quiet conversations. Novio ignored this and turned to Teniente Inigo who was struggling to get his own men lined up just as Novio’s were doing.

He suddenly realized that someone was missing who should have been standing right beside him. “Where is my fucking mago?”

The idiot was still sitting on the ground beside his horse back on the road. 

Novio let out another curse. “You get your fucking ass over here right now!” He wheeled about to face his men. “And where’s the other one?” The silver stars winking in the sunlight soon revealed the on foot mago. 

He pointed directly at him with his sword. “You! Get up here too! You and your brethren are the reasons we just got our asses kicked. So, you get up here right now and I’ll tell you what you’re going to do.”

Mago Poncio had finally gotten to his feet and mounted his horse. As he reached Novio’s side, teniente Inigo pulled his own magos out of the line and rode up to join them. Further back, Novio could see another teniente moving his men into ranks similar to Novio’s across the dirt road. Together the three units—roughly three thousand men—covered the approach to the Black Hat legion, although the amount of passable terrain would narrow considerably as they approached. 

“Good! Now you magos get off your horses and listen to me!” Novio ordered. 

Neither of the two mounted magos wanted to follow his instructions, but after a few moments both decided it was safer to obey. 

“Good!” Novio repeated. “Now this is what’s going to happen. The four of you are going to go back to your men and you’re going to spread out in the middle of their ranks and you’re going to do nothing but look for enemy archers threatening our men. When they let loose their arrows, you will blow them out of the way. You will not stare like frightened children at the front lines of battle! You will keep your eyes on the hillside and keep those fucking archers from killing our soldiers!” 

He was screaming by the time the last words left his mouth and the whole body of his Gente infantry cheered in response to his orders. When their shouts of approval diminished, Mago Poncio tried to protest his orders. 

“You cannot make me stand among the unwashed masses. I am a mago of House Rúbrica. I am charged to protect you from enemy archers and advise you on all matters of the arcane.”

Novio laughed, further infuriating the man. “Like you advised me that our men were walking into a trap? No! I am Gota! I will protect myself. You, Mago Poncio Rúbrica, will do penance for the failures of your brothers by keeping my men safe until they can close with the fucking enemy!” 

He was screaming again, and the Gente soldiers loved it! 

He shoved the mago toward the front line of his soldiers. “Now get yourself behind the wall of shields. Men, we are going to march to about one thousand yards in front of the Amatista fortifications and hold in place while we wait for my brother, Capitán Víctor, to send us orders. Have no fear! I will not ask you to go anywhere I will not lead!” 

He wondered what had inspired that last promise even as he said it, but it felt right. He was Gota! There was no danger that he truly feared. And if the display of his courage helped to fortify the backbones of these poor Gente, so much the better.
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Calidus kept the frown off his face as he watched the Gente soldiers move forward to a position perhaps a thousand yards away from his own lines. In a perfect world, Diamonte would not have been able to do this until tomorrow. They had just suffered a crushing blow. Even now, the bodies of hundreds of soldiers lay dead on the field in front of his fortifications while hundreds more wailed for help as they slowly died of their wounds. It was hands down the single most devastating military blow he had ever personally witnessed, and he hadn’t lost a single legionnaire inflicting it. 

He noticed Senior Vigil Velasco responding to his summons and wished once again that he had the authority to promote the man to the rank of teniente. The half-Gota half-Gente archer from Granate had proved unusually capable when compared to the other Gente. He had instantly understood the need to follow orders as soon as they were given, and what’s more, he had been very effective at getting the Gente under his command to do the same—especially those that had accompanied him from Granate. Unfortunately, Prefect Marcus had not anticipated that his reserve forces would grow to this extent while he was away in the north. Nor had he initially envisioned it going into combat without him. So, he had not made sufficient preparations to command the unwieldly large formation. In fact, if Calidus had not been injured early in the war, the Black Hat reserves would not now be the forward defense bloodying the lips of Diamonte’s war effort. 

“Teniente,” the senior vigil managed a salute that would have done him proud in the legions of Aquila. How could you not like one of these northerners who could do such things?

“Senior Vigil, thank you for coming forward.” 

The half-Gota officer stepped up beside Calidus to view the field. “Not very pretty, is it?”

“Quite the contrary,” Calidus argued as he examined the hundreds of dead and dying. “It’s one of the most beautiful sights we could hope to see at this stage of the war.” 

“What a terrible thing to say, teniente,” the soft voice of Maga Fidelia added.

“How so?” Calidus countered. “Would you prefer that our dead be out there mixed among the enemy?”

She faltered. “No, but it’s just—it’s very terrible.”

“Yes, it is,” Calidus agreed. Then he put on his best Prefect Marcus impression. “But always keep in mind that it is our duty to make certain that it is far more terrible for the enemy than it is for us. This was a good beginning.” 

“But not enough to stop them,” Velasco noted.

“No, we were never going to do enough in one strike to stop the war,” Calidus told him. He decided against reminding them that there was no way they were going to do enough here to stop the war either. In fact, there was a lot of danger for his Black Hat legion in fighting too well on this hill. There were other passes through these low mountains. Right now, this was the only one sufficiently clear to tempt Diamonte into using it, but if they put up too solid of a defense, the enemy had more than sufficient forces to put their backs into opening the other passes. And the moment they did that, Calidus would have to retreat or risk being trapped by forces on both sides of them.

“It is such a shame,” Maga Fidelia said. “The greed of Diamonte is legendary, but up until this year I had always thought the price was paid in gold.” 

“In war it never is,” Calidus told her. “Now, I’m considering changing both of your instructions, but I want to discuss my ideas with you before I decide whether or not to act on them.”

Both officers nodded and Calidus continued. “Senior Vigil, what if we move the archers currently positioned behind the spear bands to a place just behind the wall in front of the shield and spear bands.”

Velasco frowned. “Why would we do that?”

“Because the enemy is going to be much more careful of their magos this time and it is unlikely that our normal assault will succeed in catching many of them.”

“I’m not so sure of that, teniente,” Maga Fidelia corrected him. “They really didn’t have that many magos for the number of men they are protecting. I suspect that a good many arrows will get through despite their best efforts. And that is before our magos start to harass their magos with our own wind.”

“Hmm,” Calidus mused. “You think our chances are that good?” 

Fidelia didn’t answer him precisely. “I think we’ll hurt them.”

“Well, maybe my idea is no good then, but I’ll explain it anyway and you two tell me what you think.”

He looked at Velasco. “I want to put your archers directly in the front line, but hold them back from attacking until the enemy reaches the first ditch.”

“The first concealed ditch or the first open one?” the senior vigil asked.

“The first open one. Actually, as I think about it, I think my plan might work even better than I had hoped. With our archers on the hill raining arrows on the attacker, the attention of their magos is going to be focused on the heights.”

“And then my archers open up upon them from close distance right when they’re struggling to overcome that trench,” Velasco finished with obvious enthusiasm. “That might work. That might work really well.”

“It is much more difficult to divert an arrow shot at close range than it is to affect one that arcs high into the air before falling toward its prey,” Maga Fidelia agreed. “But may I suggest that you wait to send your archers to the front lines until absolutely necessary, or the enemy may discern your plan.” 

“Agreed
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