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  “In many ways, it seems only yesterday that I stood atop the aeries of the Avakhar and watched a blood-red sun die in the seas of Indrae. Yet, much has passed since then. I have crossed the Great Wastes and lived to tell it. I have captured the terrible Sentinel of Man. I have betrayed the Lord Tharrin’s trust and loosed an awesome force upon the world.


  “And, as ever, woven within every great tapestry are threads of little consequence: I have made a fool of myself several times over. I have been peed upon by the largest creature in the world. I have won the love of fair Corysia, and lost a perfectly good ear in the doing.


  “Great deeds and small, then. Each has its place in the scheme of things, or so the Avakhar would have us believe. Perhaps this is true, though I cannot give credence to all that I heard in the towers of Indrae. It is difficult to trust creatures who crack lice with their beaks, and believe they are yet unborn.


  “Still, I suppose I have little roots to talk about wisdom in others. I have seen things no other person on Earth has even dreamed. I have been given a knowledge older than all of history. I have even come face to face with the spectre of myself. Yet, for all these wonders, I have gained little understanding. And I can say in all honesty that I have no heart for the fearsome task before me….”


  —Aldair, late of the Venicii, aboard the free vessel Ahzir al’Rhaz


  


  


  


  


  ONE


  It is well known that the Vikonen are afraid of nothing on earth save an empty belly, though I know for certain there is one thing more that strikes fear in their hearts. It is believed among the Northmen that a warrior who perishes on dry soil is doomed for a thousand years to the seven hells of Rhagnir. There, his soul lingers in agony with the smells of the sea and good barley beer to taunt him. It is no small wonder the Vikonen are fearless fighters on the land, as well as masters of the sea.


  Thus, I read only displeasure in the broad features of Signar-Haldring as we kept our long night vigil. He was decidedly unhappy so many leagues from salt water, but he was not afraid—even this close to the forests of the Lauvectii.


  He was, however, sorely vexed with me. For it was my doing that had brought us to this place, and he had let me know more than once that he would not think highly of me if we chanced to die here.


  “Old friend,” I said, after we had squatted in the cold some time without speaking, “your thoughts are dark enough to choke vipers, if any are about at this hour. I would just as soon hear your grumblings as wonder at them.”


  When he turned to me, I could see glints of starlight in stone-agate eyes. The night was chill with autumn’s bite, and specks of hoarfrost tipped his furry ears and the hairs of his thick black pelt.


  “It may be that you would not, Aldair. My thoughts are somewhat less than pleasant.”


  “I am not surprised to hear this.”


  His nose twitched irritably. “What would you have me say, then? I can only tell you what I have said before. This is not a good place to be. I do not like the color of the land. I most certainly do not care for the smell of it. It reeks of old meat.”


  “Those are hares hanging from a tree somewhere,” I told him. “A Stygiann will eat nearly anything he can catch, and he is always hungry. But if there is meat to spare, he will wedge it in a branch to age, and come back for it.”


  The Vikonen made a face. “That is a disgusting habit.”


  “I agree. But a Stygiann finds the aroma of rotting hare most inviting. There is no accounting for taste in this world. Rheif was ever sticking up his nose at my desire for fresh vegetables. Rooty-things and weeds, he used to say. And when we were slaves of the Nicieans, we were both repelled by the noxious beetle stew those creatures favor.”


  “In your thoughts of food,” growled Signar, “you have no doubt forgotten what Stygianns like even better than hares.”


  “That is hardly likely,” I reminded him. “I was born in the Eubirones, and I am no stranger to Stygiann ways.”


  “Sometimes, one wonders.”


  I turned and faced him squarely. “All right. Say what is in your mind.”


  The big warrior made a noise in his chest. “Nothing is in my mind that has not been there before. Aldair, you cannot expect every Stygiann to be as he was. I have not forgotten that Rheif was a brother to us both. Those creatures out there are not my brothers. Or yours. It is not the same.”


  “Nothing is the same as it was,” I said. Signar didn’t answer, for he knew the truth of that as well as I.


  Past us, beneath the crest of our small hillock, the land sloped gently under short grasses to the edge of the Lauvectii. It is not a woodland that begins slowly, or by degree. It is very abruptly there, a dark and sudden wall of ancient oaks so thick upon themselves that little sun reaches the forest floor, even in the full light of day. Much is told of this lair of the Stygianns. Most of it is untrue, for few have ventured into these woods and come out again. The Rhemian legions, having conquered half the world, want nothing to do with this place. The soldier of the Empire is a worthy foe as long as his enemies will line up properly and fight in a civilized manner— but he does not like to crawl about in wet, unfriendly forests. It is said that Stygianns are fond of catching legionaries in full armor, and find it amusing that a fine fat meal would wear its own pot for cooking. It may be this is true—but I greatly doubt it.


  Personally, I see no need to make up foolish tales about these creatures. They are fierce and cunning in their own right, and I cannot blame Signar for being uncomfortable this close to their homeland. It is no reflection upon his courage. A person gets used to his own brand of danger, and is uneasy with another.


  While I watched, a faint patch of pearl-colored sky touched the far horizon. In moments, I could see the leaden waters of the River Rheinus behind our hill, and beyond that, the lands of Gaullia, still in darkness. I have seldom been happier to see a morning, being cold clear through to the bone. My snout was near frozen, and I could no longer feel my ears. At the time I would have gladly traded my own sparse coat of hair for Signar’s great black pelt. At least, until the spring.


  Squinting into the valley, I tried to see where my arrow had found its mark, but darkness still blurred the new morning. Only a Stygiann has eyes to strain one shadow from another.


  “It will soon be light,” Signar grumbled beside me. “They will spot us for certain, Aldair, squatting like stones out here in the open.”


  I tried to hide my amusement. “They have known we were here, friend, since we first set foot across the river.”


  Signar frowned, showing big white teeth like stubby daggers. “You have seen them, then?”


  “It is not a thing I have to see. They are Stygianns.”


  He bristled and sniffed the air, turning his furry muzzle to the wind. “Then we are done for—unless we forget this foolishness and make for the river.’


  “We have already spoken of this,” I reminded him. “It is a thing that must be done.”


  The deep rumble within his chest told me what he thought about that.


  One moment there was nothing, only the mottled curtain of deepest olive and the tangle of weighty branches. And then he was there, gaunt and gray against the forest. Signar stiffened beside me.


  “No, it’s all right. He has come.”


  “Someone has,” he said dryly. “And how many more behind him?”


  I didn’t answer. Standing, where the creature could see me, I loosed my blade-belt and let it fall to the ground. Then picked up the long sacked bundle and started down the hill. Like so many things, since my life has become more than my own, I knew this was a moment that had to be. Signar knew this too, for he is aware of where I have been, and what I have seen there. But knowing a thing is not always the same for one as it is for another.


  Stygianns never change. They have a pride beyond all other creatures, and are stubborn as stones. They show great disdain for all things that happen in the world beyond the Lauvectii yet, in truth, they are as curious as children. The fellow who waited for me now leaned lazily against a tree, gazing off to the north as if he had no idea I was there. Still, I knew his dark red eyes were ever upon me, and I did not make the mistake of approaching too closely.


  “R’tai. Mahr a shinn, Stygiaar.”


  He looked up at my words, studying me over a long, pointed muzzle. He was lean and rangy—fur gray as shadow covered a hard sheath of muscle that wound like a rope about every inch of his frame. If he was surprised I spoke his tongue, he was determined not to show it. “I am Aldair, of clan Venicii,” I told him.


  “Interesting,” said the Stygiann. He opened his mouth in amusement, showing me sharp teeth and a red tongue. “I did not know till now the char’desh had names.”


  I knew the word, which simply means food. “Why not, Stygiann? If boots can have names, so can a meal.”


  His smile faded, and strong cords gathered in his shoulders. He had not missed the hide of his brothers on my feet. “Strange words, from a creature who comes unarmed to the woods of the Lauvectii. Are you tired of your stay in this world, little warrior?”


  “If my life is in danger here, so is the honor of the Stygianns.”


  He laughed at that, the peculiar coughing sound that passes for laughter among his kind. “This is foolishness, char’desh. There is most certainly honor among the Stygiaar, but the word can have no meaning between our people and other creatures. It would not be seemly.”


  “It would, if that honor concerned a warrior-brother who has perished in a far place, without a kinsman to hear his prayers.”


  Anger flushed his features. “What can you know of such things? It does me great dishonor to speak in this manner!”


  I looked into his eyes and did not turn away. “Stygiann, can we forget this foolishness for a moment? I loosed an arrow into this tree before the sun died, and I have been waiting atop that hill through the night, as you know. The arrow is gone, and so is the ring which it carried, though I see it now upon your finger. If you were not Rheif’s kinsman you would have no right to wear it, and would not. I do you honor by returning it. Rheif is dead. I buried him in your own manner, with his blade in his hand and his eyes open to his enemies. I would have returned the rings of Khairi and Whoris, his brothers, but they died some time before him, and rest beneath the sea.”


  The Stygiann shook his head. “Now I am certain you are lying. No Lord of the Lauvectii would be fool enough to cross water.”


  “It was a necessity. They were not pleased about it.”


  “More than that, it never happened. Rheif and his brothers were taken by Rhemian soldiers. This is known to us.”


  “Rheif was taken. His brothers set him free. Through circumstances I will not recount, I found myself fleeing the Rhemians as well. We escaped together. Rheif’s brothers were slain, but he and I ventured to far lands, and suffered much. We became friends, and brothers. I owe him my life, for he gave his own for me.”


  The Stygiann shifted his stance, and licked his muzzle thoughtfully. “It is true that you have returned the ring,” he admitted darkly. “Why, I cannot say, for I believe nothing else you have told me. If anything, this is some trick or other to bring death to more warriors.”


  “I do not find it unnatural that a Stygiann would think first of treachery, instead of honor,” I told him. “As for what you believe or do not believe, this is not a thing I can change. I have brought your kinsman’s ring to rest. It is there on your finger—a logic that even a Stygiann cannot ignore. You may stand beneath a tree all day and wonder why a stone cannot fly, as I have seen your warriors do. You can play the fool with me and pretend I do not exist, or that the people of the Eubirones lack the sense to name themselves. Whatever you do—or choose not to do—will change nothing.”


  If I had had the speed to run at that moment, it might have been well to do so. A Stygiann’s features may tell you nothing, but his thick bushy tail quite often reveals his intentions. This one’s member flicked me a nervous warning that set my hairs on end. The clanfolk of the Eubirones are no cowards; we have bested Stygianns in battle before, and kept them from our lands for as long as anyone can remember. But we are no match for them in single combat. A Stygiann is neither as tall nor as broad as a Vikonen—but even the largest of my people are hardly more than chest-high to the Lords of the Lauvectii. We are squat and stubby-legged, and not made for running. We fight best in groups of three or more behind good blades. Or better still, with a fine bow of ash and a quiver of arrows— for there are no better archers in all of Gaullia.


  However, I had neither of these weapons with me at the moment. Only a rather active mouth, which was beginning to wear upon this warrior.


  The Stygiann scratched his chest and looked at me in wonder. “That is the longest speech I have ever heard. Is it over?”


  “There is one thing more.”


  “There is, indeed. Your parting, while you are able. For I have decided it is too early in the day for killing.”


  I ignored this, as best I could. “As you have noticed, I brought something with me. It was meant for Rheif. Before I could present it to him, he was gone. Now, it is yours.”


  The Stygiann looked appalled. “Do you think me a fool? Nothing you could bring to the Lauvectii would be worth seeing.”


  “No doubt,” I nodded, “and since you do not wish to see it, I will tell you that it is a blade—but a blade like none you have seen before. Its hilt is of gold, and it is set about with gems. There is no other like it in the world. It will cleave a small oak, or the strongest of armor.”


  This is one of the few moments I have seen a Stygiann without words. “I have no regard for your kind,” he said finally. “That would be unseemly. But I did not till now know there was madness among the Eubirones.”


  I smiled, in spite of myself. He was proud and stubborn and as foolish as any of his kind. He would murder me in my tracks if the mood struck him. Or simply turn and walk away if a bee buzzed ’round his head and he decided to follow its path. That is the manner of Stygianns. Yet, I could see good Rheif in this fellow’s eyes, and I remembered much.


  “There is no doubt madness among the Eubirones,” I said, “for there is madness upon all the world today. It is a time when day is night, and truth false. It is even a time when enemies are friends—though you cannot believe this now.”


  “I believe one thing. That I have had my fill of talk.” He pulled himself up tall and laid a hand carelessly over the pommel of his blade. “I do not want that thing. Go back across the river, and take it with you. My gift to you is your life—I lose no honor in that, as there is little value in it.”


  I said nothing, but turned and left him there. But I did not take the blade back with me. I had not expected him to show interest while I was there, but he would soon be into its coverings. That, too, is the way of Stygianns.


  Still, I would have given a silver piece to see his face, when he learned what was wrought upon the hilt of that great weapon.


  TWO


  It is relatively easy to glance at a stranger in Gaullia and know where he is from and what he does. We are not like our Rhemian cousins, who take great pleasure in looking alike. We have long been conquered by these people, but we have kept our own ways, for the most part. Thus, the Aeduii will ever seem as wheelers, whatever their trade. And to me, the people of Danuvvium continue to smell of fish, even though they have forsaken both the trade and traditional yellow smock of their forefathers.


  It is much the same with all the folk of Gaullia. Merchants in the south still clip the bristles from their jowls and tend to fat, while the females of that region do not feel fully dressed until every breast is colored with powders, though none but their husbands—presumably—will see this wonder.


  We are set in our ways, and fight change as if it were a plague. This is good in some ways, and bad in others—for there are benefits and comforts to be derived from Rhemian culture, if one does not mind paying the price. Most of us, though, appear to mind a great deal.


  You could not guess that the conqueror had ever set foot in the city of Duroctium, mainly because he seldom has before now. Duroctium lies close to the river, and the countryside is a favorite raiding ground for Stygianns. The people here are neither fat nor lazy, and they do not take kindly to those who are. Signar was greatly displeased that I had chosen to visit this place, particularly since it was uncommonly full of soldiers. I assured him they would not recognize me—that if they were looking at all, they would be looking for a warrior of the Venicii, which I did not appear to be at the moment. Moreover, I would not have a hulking giant beside me to draw undue attention.


  He bristled at that. “By damn—you may wish you did if one of those kettle-heads gets a blade up your rear! I don’t like the idea—them bein’ where they shouldn’t, and I can see no good reason for it, ’less it’s us.”


  “They’re watching for a ship,” I reminded him, “a hundred leagues from here.”


  “Maybe, and maybe not,” he growled. For a moment, his ears went flat against his skull, and he cautiously sniffed the air. By this, I was supposed to imagine we were in imminent danger of our lives. All I could see, however, were the flat towers of Duroctium through a break in the trees, the earthen walls turned dark as lead under a chill autumn sky.


  “I do not intend to invade the city,” I assured him. “We will be on our way by midday, or a little after.”


  Signar grunted, and pretended to mind our horses, which were in need of nothing, and content to nibble the dry grasses beneath the trees.


  

  Though I have no great love for cities, it was pleasant to walk familiar streets again. Duroctium is not so far from my own lands—both the Bituraii and the Venicii are clans of the broad Eubirones Valley, and have much in common. My plain woolen cloak and thick breeches were the same as any other on the narrow cobbled ways. My sword was in Signar’s care, as well as the blouse and jacket in clan colors. Either might have attracted more attention than I cared for.


  It was a chill day, but cold never closed the markets of Gaullia. Farmers and merchants huddled over their wares, closing the way till two shoppers abreast could scarcely pass one another. This is the custom everywhere, even among Nicieans across the Southern Sea.


  Past the market is a street called Arnbergate, for no apparent reason. It winds beneath the shadow of the walls on one side, and crowded shops on the other. At its end, Cygnian slaves are bought and sold. There is no need to direct strangers to this place; even the most insensitive snout will find it. There were four of the poor brutes chained to posts before a shabby stall. Their heavy coats of winter wool were ragged and filthy.


  They bleated to themselves and rolled their eyes, and for want of anything better to do, defecated on the ground.


  My feelings about Cygnians—and slavery in general—have changed considerably over the past few years. There is nothing like wearing a chain yourself to broaden one’s views on the subject. It’s a frightening thing to be at the will of another, even a kindly master.


  Thus, I hurried past this place, not particularly caring where I was going, and nearly blundered into a street filled with soldiers. They didn’t see me, for they were intent on pestering some other poor soul. Some merchant, no doubt, who felt Rhemians should pay for their wares the same as any other. There were a dozen or so, soldiers on horseback wearing breastplates and tunics, and red tufted helmets on their heads. As they were cavalry, each fellow carried a longsword and a lance, instead of the short, stubby gladius.


  This is all I remember about them. In truth, if the Emperor himself had been on hand, I would scarcely have noticed, for I could not take my eyes off the girl. Here was the reason for such a show of strength in Duroctium. If she had been mine, I would have guarded her as well. She was a vision. Pure delight. Rhemian, and highborn, but leaner than most of her kind. Black liquid eyes were set close above a perky little snout tipped with pink. Her body was covered with fine auburn hair, and there was much of it to see, for she shunned her cloak, even on this chilly day. The green satin gown that fell about her shoulders curved to her belly in neat half circles, barely concealing the soft row of breasts on either side.


  Suddenly, I knew this beauty’s eyes were on me, as well. That cold, haughty gaze that further chilled the morning told me she knew exactly what I was thinking. I flushed and turned away, feeling a fool. A woman always has this power. She can turn a male as hard as stone, or soft as jelly, and most delight in practicing both of these arts.


  Old Galiun was ever a favorite of mine, perhaps because he had a penchant for fishing in quiet brooks, while my other uncles believed a boy should spend good summer days in the fields. He seemed old to me then, but not truly older now. He opened the door and saw me there, flung his arms wide and took me to him.


  “Aldair, Creator’s Eyes, you’re the last person on earth I expected to see!”


  “Uncle, it has been a while.”


  He held me from him, shaking his grizzly jowls in wonder. “Damn me, you’re not a child, now, are you? Aldair, we thought you might be dead. Your mother—”


  “There was a letter, uncle. Surely it came to her?”


  “Aye, it did,” he assured me. “But such a letter it was.” He gave me a quick frown of disapproval. “Not the sort of thing to ease a mother’s mind, or the rest of your kin.”


  He was right enough in that. “Uncle, there was little more I
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