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Prologue
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An hour before dawn, the men on the parapet heard the sound again—a tortured cry nearly lost in the spectral dance of fog across the Lydirian River.

Dargos, Optio of the Fifth Cohort, Ala Secundus Kharzulius, had the watch when one of the young fools from the river wall roused him. With a curse, he pulled himself from the warmth of the brazier near the southeastern tower and drew a rain-weighted cloak about him. The kid led the way, pale-faced under an ill-fitted helm and sick-eyed with the fear of a child plucked too soon from his mother’s breast. They all had that look, these auxiliaries thrown out in a thin screen on this most forsaken outpost of the Aurridian Empire, and Dargos’ forty years ached more than the bulk of chain mail on his shoulders.

“Where?” the Optio rumbled.

“Here,” a gravelly voice answered from the crenels ahead.

Dargos hastened past the boy to the figure at the wall. Symian, the scarred archer from the old days on the Kharzul frontier was testing the string of his recurved bow. The sight of the veteran and the creasing about eyes that never left the river set Dargos’ pulse to a faster cadence.

“What is it?”

Symian didn’t answer immediately. Dargos waited, had trusted the man’s senses across a thousand miles, from sun-swept home to this bleak, rain-lashed hell the Aurids had forgotten. He chanced a look over the wall, himself, saw the first graying of the sky and the mournful humps of the Bulwark Mountains in the gloom beyond the Lydirian. Fitful rain rattled against helmets, pattered and hissed on charcoal in braziers.

“Maybe it’s nothing.” Symian turned from the wall, the half-moon of scar tissue along the left side of his face obvious even in the dark. “The nights are so long here and the lads think they hear ghosts when the fog thickens.”

Dargos nodded. This was the way of life on the Salient, the sharp bend of the Lydirian jutting eastward into the lands of the Barbaricum. Their Tribune had a joke that it was like the thumb of the Empire jabbed squarely into the eye of the Eternal Dark. But such defiance came at a price to those whose job it was to do the jabbing.

“You look tired.” Dargos touched the other man’s shoulder. “Join me at my post. I had the fortune to hoard a bottle away from the Legate’s last visit.”

Symian grinned. “A little warmth would be—”

The cry warbled again from the waters below.

Dargos sprang against the crenel, Symian at his side with an arrow knocked. Around them, the auxiliaries tensed, whispers dancing along the wall. Rain intensified, pattered across stone and earth and the Lydirian in a susurrus that at once gave doubt to any sound. Thunder grumbled to the north.

The voice broke through, high and pained. Dargos thought he heard words.

“Aeydon protect us...” The lad who’d first summoned Dargos pressed close.

“Shut up, boy.” Dargos stepped back, gave Symian room and forced calm even as cool sweat prickled under his helm.

“They say the spirits lure men into the river with—”

Dargos cuffed the youth, ridged knuckles ringing off the cheek piece of his helmet. “I said shut up!” He squared his shoulders before the auxiliary, though the boy was half a head taller. “Now, if you can manage it without pissing yourself, go and get the Decurion.”

The youth rattled away. Dargos shook his head. In Kharzul, the legions had stomped berber warlords with contemptuous ease. Here, the Empire left adolescents to play at a man’s deadly game.

“Optio.” Symian’s bow groaned with tension.

Dargos pivoted to the crenel again. The air lightened to a glimmering haze as the sun fought its way over the tops of the Bulwarks. Amongst writhing whorls of mist, the river stirred and a shape coalesced. A boat, if it could be called that—a hollow scraped in a tree trunk in the way of the Vhurrian barbarians—wobbled as though struggling to stay afloat. A figure worked an oar frantically and Dargos thought he caught a flash of blonde locks.

“Just one?”

“Only one that I see,” Symian replied. “But they’ve tried this kind of thing before.”

“And they’ve been cut down while still dripping wet on the bank.” Dargos glanced over his shoulder. “By the gods, where is the Decurion?”

“Probably drunk and enjoying one of the local girls—” Dargos could hear the smile in the archer’s voice “—or boys.”

“Quiet. Here he comes.”

Antonus, Decurion of the Fifth, staggered onto the wall, still straightening his corselet, the boy trailing behind with the officer’s helmet. “Ho, Optio!” he called too loudly, smiling from wine. “What has the turn of Aya’ Wheel brought us at so wretched an hour?”

Dargos suppressed a grimace. “The Lady of Fortune has conjured a boat, sir, Vhurrian-built.”

Antonus leaned out the crenel, carelessly fouling Symian’s aim. “I see.” He listened and the wail sounded again, a woman’s voice, it became clear. “What’s she saying?”

“She’s asking for help,” Symian answered savagely, waiting for the officer to pull back.

Begging, was more like it, her tones ragged, desperate. Dargos wiped perspiration from his eyebrows. “She’s asking to land on our side.”

Antonus stood back from the crenel and looked at him. “What do you think?”

“I think, Decurion, we should muster the men—” he glanced across the river, to the brightening Bulwarks whose shadowed faces could still hold a savage host “—quietly. I think we should light the watch fire and I think we should have a rider ready to make a dash for Fort Terminus, should this prove to be more.”

“You think it’s more?” The younger man, barely older than the conscripts he commanded, swiped curled, black locks from his face and took up his helmet. He was handsome and irritatingly likeable in the way of an Aurridian aristocrat’s son—though certainly one in disfavor to have landed him this assignment rather than a slot with a parade unit in a district capitol.

Dargos put a hand up to the crenel and rapped his fingers across it thoughtfully. “I think, sir that the Vhurrians would send their mothers out to die first if they thought it’d bring advantage.”

“Very well.” Antonus sent the orders and they waited.

And waited.

The cries grew more piercing, more pitiful. Symian’s bow never wavered as the improvised craft crossed under the walls of the fort and was caught in a rising current. The girl’s oar slapped the water. Her labored breathing, interspersed with sobs, gained clarity as the mists unraveled. Blonde hair tossed and another form became obvious, sprawled in the boat with her.

“Father...my father...”

Dargos understood the hard gutturals of North Branch Vhurrian quite clearly. A number of the auxiliaries were descended from earlier barbarian migrations and still kept up their forefathers’ tongue alongside their badly-degraded Aurridian. Glancing along the wall, he noted the uneasy shift of the lads, the darting glances and faces creasing in sympathy.

“What do you think?” Antonus repeated, hardening impatience and a hint of uncertainty in the untried officer’s voice.

Dargos folded his arms. Nerves would spark at the kindling of the auxiliaries’ fear and once lit that fire would be difficult to control. “I’ll go,” he said at last.

“And I with you.” Symian loosened his bow but did not unstring the arrow.

Antonus nodded with relief obvious enough to draw a poorly-concealed scowl from Symian. The archer led the way down the ladder from the wall and into the drill yard. Dargos followed, noting a detachment formed up and signaling for two pairs to accompany them. Men drew the postern gate near the northeastern tower open for them and the six Imperials sallied forth into the dark.

“Watch yourself,” Dargos murmured to Symian as they trudged down to the river bank, half-frozen muck clinging to hobnailed boots.

“I’ll watch for the pair of us,” the archer replied.

“I meant the Decurion.” He touched the veteran’s shoulder. “We old soldiers aren’t tolerated well by this New Breed.”

Symian snorted and edged out ahead of the Optio.

The fog hung in pallid drapes at the foot of the walls, bunching lifelike at the Lydirian’s edge. A call in poorly-managed Vhurrian, the forced tones of Antonus, warbled from the battlements above. Dargos tensed at the clap of an oar on water and the scrutch of the boat’s keel on the river’s murky bottom. Symian’s shape blurred though he stood only just below Dargos. The air tugged at his body, clammy on the skin like a dying man’s breath.

The girl materialized before them, the Lyrdirian foaming about her ankles as she dragged her craft in. Her grip faltered and she fell into the muck sobbing. Symian still holding back, Dargos dashed forward, the others following with the hiss of drawn blades.

“Check the boat,” Dargos barked as he knelt and took the girl into his arms.

“My father...my father...” She twisted in Dargos’ arms, a frail, shivering thing barely sheathed in the tatters of what might have once been barbarian finery. Her face turned to his, sodden blonde tendrils matted to features that might have once seemed young and fair, now yellowed with fatigue and illness he could smell, a cloying vomit-feces reek.

“It’s all right.” Dargos tried to help her to her feet. Her legs wobbled at the effort and weakness dragged them both back to the mud. “It’s all right.” It felt stupid to say but Dargos could think of little else.

“No...” She shook her head, the motion becoming a wild thrash. “No! He’s coming...” She babbled words—names—Dargos didn’t have.

“Who are you?” Patience worn thin by the cold and wet, he gave her a shake. “Pull yourself together, girl. Do you understand me?”

Her tossing eased slowly, reverberated into shudders that seemed to have little to do with the climate. She looked at him again, pale blue eyes aquiver. “I am Tanaes, daughter to Errong, High Chieftain of the Marovians. My father...” Frantic light seized her gaze as she wrenched in his arms to see the boat.

“Look at me.” Dargos gave her another shake, more gently. “Are the Marovians on the move? What is happening? Why are you here?”

“They killed them all. Only my father and I...” Words died on cracked lips and she sagged into his chest.

Symian appeared over them with his bow to one side but still at the ready. “The boat?” Dargos asked him.

The archer shrugged. “See for yourself.”

“Stay with her.”

Dargos left the girl and strode to the water’s edge, each footfall heavy with more than clinging filth. The other men hung in a semicircle about the craft, one with a boot up on the improvised vessel’s crude gunwale. The soldier gestured with his blade at the form within.

The man sprawled inside had been a beast, tall and massive-chested in the way of the Vhurrians, with a filthy mane of red-blonde hair and a plaited beard caked with gore the crusty bluish of coughed-up lung matter. A golden torque glimmered at his throat, the mark of royalty or high status. A slashed tunic had fallen away from his chest and the strangely puckering lips of a wound under the ribs on his left torso told the tale of a sword thrust.

Dargos leaned into the craft, nose wrinkling at an oily stink more of fish and the sea bottom than of festering injuries. “Dead?”

“It’s strange, Optio,” the soldier propping his foot on the craft whispered. “There’s no breath, no pulse, but he’s warm.”

Dargos straightened with skin quivering under leather and chainmail. “She says they’re Marovian royals.” He had seen plenty of the tribe, the most prominent along the east bank of the Lydirian, friendly to the Empire in their back-biting barbarian fashion and frequent trading partners. “She says this is their chieftain.” He shook his head and turned away, inexplicable repulsed, the unusual stench clawing the back of his throat and finding purchase somewhere in his chest. “Get him out of there.”

A breath rasped, grating in the ruin of splintered bone and pulped chest. Dargos began to turn, instinct already driving him to one side as his hand found sword grip and drew.

The chieftain erupted from the boat with a wheeze and a crackle of popping joints. A hammer-sized fist took the solider poised there in the jaw with enough force to fold his head backwards over his shoulders. Dargos pivoted on his left heel and let the motion bring his sword around in a wide, singing arch. But the edge found only air as the thing that had been a dead man lurched past.

“Symian!”

The archer sprang from the girl’s side, her screams drowning out the thrum of his first shot. The body of Errong jerked and stumbled, the head of Symian’s arrow driven out through a shoulder, but continued its charge. Symian’s arm flashed to his quiver, knocked, drew, and loosed again at barely ten feet. Errong clambered on, mindless of the fletching in his neck. Sledge hammer fists flew. Symian’s bow met them, thrown up reflexively, splintered as the punches fell home and the archer crumpled.

Dargos launched after the abomination, plunging his long cavalry sword into its kidneys. He felt the beast stiffen. A thrashing turn ripped the sword from Dargos’ grasp and brought a backhanded blow around to crumple the cheek piece of his helm, dashing vision away in a shower of sparks. Dargos hardly felt the ground strike him.

Boots thundered by and steel screeched on bone. But the girl’s screams were louder—until they cut out with the finality of a hose cinched. Something tore like canvass and Dargos felt showered in warm wetness as he struggled to regain his feet. Vision wobbled, shot through with afterimages of pain-lightning and the tossing figures of his men stabbing, hacking frantically. Dargos managed to stand, saw his sword in the muck and scooped it up.

Shocked silence chased back the haze. Dargos’ men stood or knelt around Errong’s cleaved body, sobbing for breath. Daughter lay under father, wrapped in a grisly embrace of twisted limbs and pooling gore. As Dargos staggered to their side he saw her neck torn—bitten—down to the cartilage and knew with a jolt of nausea whose blood had spattered him.

Symian moaned nearby, was fighting to rise. Dargos nodded to one of the lads to assist the archer. The others hovered over the hellish pile, eyes aflame in expectation of another attack. When Errong’s corpse again stirred, they flinched with weapons ready.

“Hold.” Dargos hardly recognized the voice as his own. Calls sounded from the fort above and the groan of the postern gate promised help that was already too late coming. He prodded the dead chieftain’s body with his sword point.

Errong twitched limply as though something underneath were working its way to freedom. Spurred by irrational hope, Dargos wedged his weapon under the dead man’s torso and levered him over. But Tanaes remained locked in the gruesome, final agonies of her short life. What had been her father twitched and pulsed below the ribs. The lips of the wound that mortal men had supposed killed him parted with a bubbly hiss.

“Aeydon save us—” One of the soldiers backed away to vomit.

Pinkish white appendages fluttered forth from the gash, tiny suckers latching and unlatching on dead flesh, scrawling trails of blood as something bulged under the skin. With a wet pop, a shiny thing enveloped in mucous slid free, bringing with it the oily whiff that had sickened Dargos before and nearly overwhelmed him now. The pulsing mass of tentacles and obscenely swollen abdomen slopped to the muck and flailed, seeming uncertain outside its host like an unholy afterbirth lacking the knowledge to walk on land.

“Aeydon...Father of Law...”

Dargos wasn’t certain that the prayer to the forsaken deity of his youth was his own. But the blade driven with white-hot hate and revulsion was. The point of his Imperial steel skewered the creature to the mud, pinkish meat mottling to red and black as ichor the electric color of a madman’s art spurted and multiple beaked mouths fluttered in voiceless pain.

On the wall of the fort above, soldiers of the Aurridian Empire heard what might have been the cawing of hundreds of crows stirred to flight on the far side of the Lyrdirian River.

Their racket could have been the laughter of something far older quickening back to life.
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Book I

The Barbaricum


Chapter One

Anzo Severnus
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The populace of Aurid—Cradle of Civilization and capitol of an Empire that had weathered a half a millennium—was rioting again.

Anzo Severnus stepped to the loading ramp of the galley that had carried him across a thousand sea miles with a humorless chuckle. They’d been rioting when he left, nearly two years ago, worked into a frenzy that the annual shipments across the Great World Sea were late and the wine was running low. The wolves of barbarism howled at the Empire’s boundaries and these idiots were busy tearing out the guts of the only power in the world that could keep them at bay.

Not that Anzo could blame them. He could use a drink, himself.

“Is that your god?” The captain of the galley put a boot up on the gunwale of the ship, nodding at the sigil scrawled across the inside of Anzo’s right forearm. “Better cover it up, if it is. I hear they’ve taken to stoning pagans, here in the glory of Old Aurridium.”

Anzo glanced at the tattoo—a twisting serpent faded to the color of varicose veins—and shrugged. “They’re probably too busy stoning each other.”

“I’m just saying it, if you need shelter for another night.” Behind the captain, oarsmen and the vessel’s passengers were stretching out on the deck, tying up canvas overhangs against the weather.

“Thanks.” Anzo shouldered his rucksack. “But it’s all right. I’ve seen worse.” He offered the man a lopsided grin and started down the ramp.

The capitol of the Aurridian Empire sprawled astride the semicircular crags of an ancient volcanic cone, its whitewashed spires, meandering walls, and stern-faced monuments glowering down into the crowded half-moon of the Bay of Dawn. Towering above it all, carved into the southernmost face of the caldera, loomed the Imperial Palace, fashioned into a monstrous likeness of the Divine Aurus, arms outspread, cradling a gilded scepter in the left and the Hammer of Empire in the right.

The founder of the Empire had, according to myth, ascended to the Gods on a fiery chariot in defiance of a mortal’s death. Blazes from the uprising far below under-lit the titanic face now, gave the weather-worn countenance a hint of that fury.

Not a lot for the old bastard to be happy about, these days, Anzo thought, adjusting the weight of his pack as he left the hazy gloom of the harbor district behind.

Merchant’s Way stretched ahead, was one of several paved arteries that made the switch-backing climb to the city proper. During the day, it would be thronged with carts plying grain, fish, wine and the imports of a dozen nations, hucksters boasting their wares from teardown kiosks, merchants in the crimson-lined finery of Patricians borne to warehouses atop palanquins, children warbling about the feet. By night—a normal night—seafarers would crowd taverns along the way, pickpockets weaving amongst the drunks, garishly-painted prostitutes whispering from shadows.

But this evening, with the red-yellow smear of fires in the city’s upper tiers, the Way was boarded-up shop fronts and hostile quiet.

Anzo let his gaze wander to the conflagration. Temple bells tolled the alarm and he could hear the whistles of the City Watch, nearly lost in the rolling drum cadence of the Capitol Guard being called out. The uprising appeared to have spread in a fiery wedge, not from the usually restless lower districts, but from the Gods’ Quarter, the sprawling neighborhood of shrines to the ever-shifting pantheon of Aurridian deities.

“Stoning pagans, right,” Anzo grumbled to himself. “Welcome home...”

His shoulders ached from helping at the galley’s oars after several of the crew had been dragged overboard by a small kraken that very nearly capsized the ship just north of Cerulius. His skin itched under a flaking sheen of dried saltwater crust, his leather tunic chafed at the neck, and he stank—gods, he stank—of fish, sweat, and urine. If he could just reach the Golden Horn tavern—home for all rights and purposes—he could get himself a bed, a wine, and maybe a girl.

And maybe start making plans to put a life as the Empire’s weasel behind him.

The incline of the Way steepened as he climbed higher, huddled buildings lit only in streamers of moonlight. The Horn crouched just below the First Wall, near the gates permitting entry into the more affluent districts.

He increased his pace, enthused despite himself. The air felt right, after so many months in the hard sun of Kharzul, with the desert simmering just beyond cultivated valleys of grain, vineyards, dates, and olives. Even with the pitch stink of fired buildings and the coppery bite of tension set loose as violence, the warm breeze held also the smell of incense, cooking smoke, and the bustling humanity of the world’s largest city. All of it combined to bring a smile to lips that had done little of such in nearly two years away.

Shouts echoed in the street behind him.

Anzo shrank against the buildings along the right side of the Way, strides slowing as he embraced the gloom and reached for his weapon. The short Kharzulan scimitar had long-since replaced his Imperial fabricae-issue saber after he’d found that it was better to have a blade one could hide in a crowded back alley. He chanced a look over his shoulder. A mob was spilling into the Way a block behind him, wreathed in the edgy flutter of torches and the glitter of naked weapons. The hoarse bawl of young men crested as a youth in the red robes of a cleric hoisted a banner emblazoned with the bull-headed likeness of Huxort, God of Strength.

Religious dispute, of course. Anzo moved to a trot. Wonderful. This could be days simmering down.

The climb eased, the Way beginning to flatten as Anzo neared the First Wall. He darted across an intersection, pulse beginning to hammer. The next intersection and a quick right would bring him to the Golden Horn. The hapless gods willing, he’d be recognized and admitted.

Cries pierced the rumble of the mob and foot falls echoed, the many-throated growl darkening as the throng spotted him and smelled blood. Wood shattered, canvass tore, and harsh laughter reveled in the destruction spreading along the periphery of the disturbance.

Shit. Anzo lurched into a sprint, rucksack pounding his spine, scimitar clapping against his hip. He thought he heard someone screaming, realized the noise came from ahead, but decided against veering off into a side alley. Only the headlong course would do now.

He reached the intersection, saw the Horn, its sagging two stories and badly-degraded faux columned facades. Then saw the second mob filling the street in front of it.

Oh, damn, of course...

Hobnailed boots scrawled tracks in dust layered thinly over the cobblestones of the street. Anzo pivoted as he fell back. Behind him, the first mob’s mad dash bumped and clamored to a halt as howls of outrage erupted. The cleric at their head shook his banner and the young men beat their chests in bravado they would not alone manage.

The second mob had a less-uniform composition, older men mixed in, middle-class, better armed, though not so numerous. They issued a deep-voiced challenge to the other crowd and clerics in white strode to the fore, brandishing staff-mounted idols, huge fists clutching thunderbolts crafted from ivory and gold: the Hand of Aeydon the Law Bringer.

Anzo shrank into the alcove of a store-front. Judging from the murderous zeal in their eyes, he figured they wouldn’t distinguish between him and their rivals—wouldn’t hear feigned protests that he shared their faith as they pummeled him into bloody paste. Catcalls and curses crisscrossed between the mobs as they filled opposite ends of the intersection. Thrown trash and dung joined the insults, spattering faces, dashing away any human sense.

Of all the damned, stupid luck... He reached for his weapon again. After sea monsters on the World Sea, nomad raiders from the desert, street fights, murder attempts, and the treacheries of inserting himself into an anti-Imperial conspiracy in Kharzul, he was going to get trampled to death in the streets of home because someone’s prophet insulted somebody else’s.

Anzo felt the subtle click of the locking bar being drawn from the shop door at his back. He began to turn, scimitar nearly clear of its sheath, when it swung away and hands were grabbing him, drawing backwards into gloom with a squall. He hit the floor, a boot striking the weapon from his grasp while the door slammed shut. A kick to the chest sent him sprawling before he could rise. Without light, his adversaries were only shapes in the shadow but he thrashed, anyway, wasn’t going to go quietly after all he’d been through. Something slammed against his skull and he flipped onto his belly. A boot ground against his shoulder.

“Did you really think you’d just sneak back into town, old Weasel?” Breath warmed his ear, stinking of wine.

Anzo froze, recognizing something about the voice. “I don’t know what you’re—”

Another blow to the temple dashed Anzo’s reality to a rapidly-shrinking pinprick of consciousness. He vaguely felt a bag begin thrown over his face.

***
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ANZO AWOKE TO THE BAG being yanked from his head. He tried to move, realized it was futile as he was tied to a chair. The fact that his whole body felt like one big bruise didn’t help. He sat in the middle of what appeared to be a guestroom, well-appointed, a huge bed to one side, gingery incense smoking in a stained copper bowl on a desk alongside writing implements, and a huge map of the Imperial lands spread on the wall above it.

A pair of servants in the livery of the Imperial Household Service was straightening up the chamber around him as if he wasn’t there. Cajoling or pleas would fall on deaf ears—literally, they were struck mute through means he didn’t pretend to understand before entering the staff. All the better to keep the secrets they spent their lives working around.

I’m somewhere in the Palace Complex. Not good...but at least it’s not a torture chamber. Anzo grimaced as one of the servants flung curtains back from a window and sunlight lanced in. Gah...well, there are a lot of forms of torture.

“We’ve had people watching the docks for weeks in anticipation of your arrival, Severnus,” a voice said at his back.

Its owner stepped around from behind him, a shaved-headed, tightly-built man in a black cloak clasped at the neck with a brass brooch. The likeness of an eye in a sun stared out at Anzo from the bauble—the crest of what was officially known as the Imperial Courier Service, unofficially the Emperor’s network of informants and assassins.

Blinking crust from his eyes, Anzo swallowed back a jolt as he recognized the jade stare. “Haurus...” Anzo’s voice cracked from lack of use but he managed a mocking smile. “I didn’t recognize you shaved. Did you decide that receding hairline was the gods’ will and embraced it openly?”

The lithe killer’s lips twitched at a smile but his hand drifted to one of the tiny throwing daggers lining his belt. “I see the Kharzulan climate did nothing for your disposition.”

“Why have you detained me?” Anzo tried to snarl but the throb of his battered temple made it more the cranky growl of a roused drunk.

Haurus folded his arms. Behind him the servants continued their preparations in maddening obliviousness. “We hadn’t heard from you in quite some time.”

“I was on a damned ship, idiot!” Anzo strained against his bonds. “I was recalled, in case you forgot!”

“Yes,” the assassin purred, caressing his knives, “and some of us have been wondering how taken with the conspiracy you were sent to investigate you had gotten.”

Anzo stilled, comprehension dawning now in an icy wave of fear. “I see...so I’m a traitor now? You made your mind up about that all by yourself, did you?”

“No one is saying anybody is a traitor!” a new voice boomed.

The bedroom door behind Haurus swung open to reveal a pudgy man in the purple and silver-traced robes of a highly-ranked bureaucrat. A pair of men in the same attire as Haurus followed as the newcomer strolled casually through, their expressionless eyes on Anzo, hands at sword grips. The fat man stopped to regard him with a smile, double-chins quivering with the hint of humor, heavy lidded eyes sparkling mischievously under a mop of meticulously dyed hair that still glistened with a touch of white.

“Perrenius.” Anzo didn’t have to force a broad smile. “I was just coming to see you when your dog—” he shot Haurus a glare “—decided to pound my head in.”

“And apparently I didn’t hit him hard enough,” Haurus snarled.

“Thank you, Haurus.” Perrenius put up a chiding hand. “That will be enough. Cut his bonds, please.”

“But I hadn’t even begun the—”

“I will handle Severnus’ debriefing, myself, thank you.” Perrenius settled into the chair at the desk with a poorly-hidden grimace. The official waved impatiently when Haurus hesitated.

A dagger appeared in the assassin’s hand, fluttered menacingly before Anzo’s eyes before lashing down to part the ropes about Anzo’s wrists. “Sometime,” he whispered, “I’ll have the opportunity to finish the job.”

“I like the new haircut.” Anzo smirked as he rubbed liberated wrists.

“Go.” The half-grin on Perrenius’ opulent lips slipped. He looked around the room. “All of you go.”

Haurus led the servants and Perrenius’ bodyguards from the chamber, drawing the door behind him with a last murderous glower. It shut with the clack of multiple locks, leaving the two men alone.

Magentius Perrenius, Magister Officiorium of Aurid and the second-most powerful man in the Northern Empire, had put on considerable weight since Anzo last saw him. And though the old fire of calculation and unquenchable energy still burned in his blue eyes, he looked to have aged decades.

“I’m surprised at how good it is to see you, Anzo.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet.” Anzo stood from the chair with a wince and trudged to the open windows to work out a cramp from his confinement. He took a deep breath of sun-dappled air, noted the still-lingering smoke of last night’s riots. “Why was I recalled?”

“There are reasons,” the Magister began.

“By Aeydon, Magentius! I had their trust. I was almost into the inner-circle. It was as you suspected: the magistrates were delaying the grain shipments.” He whirled to face the man. “Why?”

“Because things have changed, Anzo.” Perrenius shifted in his chair and wiped a dyed curl from his forehead. “Half-baked plots of overambitious Procurators in Kharzul no longer top our list of concerns. I need men close that I can trust, now more than ever.”

“Trust...” Anzo snorted but a chill current of alarm tingled in his belly. “Is that why you had the thug battalion snatch me before I’d even gotten a chance at a meal?”

“Calm down.” Perrenius rose from his seat and hobbled across the room to join him at the window. “From what I understand, Haurus and his pack saved you the ignominy of a lynching.”

“Yes...” Anzo looked away, chastened. His gaze went out the window. They were in the right arm of the giant Aurus/Palace, just above the weather-streaked gilding of the Imperial Hammer, and had a superb view of the whole sprawling curve of the city. Haze shot through with flickers of flame wreathed the Gods’ Quarter, tendrils of damage twining outwards to surrounding blocks, but a shocked quiet hung over most of Aurid like the moment after a husband has slapped his wife in public. “Rioting again...what is happening here?”

“It’s a symptom, lad.” Perrenius leaned against the window sill. “It’s a sign of other things, of pressures from without.”

Anzo met the official’s gaze. “What sort of pressures?”

“They’re the reason for your recall.” Perrenius glanced over his shoulder. “Isn’t that right, Master Ossys?”

“Indeed,” a deep voice murmured from behind them.

Anzo jumped back from the window, whipping about, hand seeking a sword that was not at his hip.

A man stood in the corner of the room beside the desk where moments before there had only been air. A skull cap of black leather gleamed above cadaverous features the color of faded mahogany and a snowy mustache draped from thin lips to his chest. Severe robes of deep red hung over a bony frame, traced at the borders with gold thread patterns that seemed to squirm as Anzo watched.

“Easy, lad.” Perrenius seemed to enjoy Anzo’s discomfiture. “You don’t remember the Master of the Order of Thoth?”

Anzo met the old man’s eyes, saw something behind the gray irises, a wasted spirit that had seen and known too much. “I remember. We met once.”

“We did.” Ossys stepped into the middle of the room. “You did great service for us.”

Anzo wrapped his arms about him to suppress shudders and memory. That service had ended with a dead wizard, a traitor among the order of mages tasked with protecting the Empire from threats outside the physical world. The things Anzo had seen—and not seen—hunting through the benighted labyrinths of the Temple of Thoth resurfaced occasionally in his nightmares.

“How long has he been there?”

“I have been here all along.” The wizard nodded to Perrenius. “You were right, my friend. There is only truth in him.”

“Bastard.” Sweat prickled across Anzo’s forehead. “You’ve been in my mind?”

Ossys offered him a brittle smile. “An Initiate of Thoth is trained in manners other than magic to sense truth. A lying man gives himself away, with his words, his body language.”

“Fine. You’re a voyeur.” Anzo shook his head. “So are one of you geniuses planning on telling me why the hells I’m here?”

Perrenius exchanged a look with Ossys and stepped past him to the wall map. He gestured to the region east of the broad Aurridian March, embraced between the Decian and Bulwark Mountains with a long river winding through its heart. “The Lydirian Valley—” Perrenius grinned over his shoulder at Anzo “—your old stomping grounds...”

Anzo’s arms, aching from their grip about his cooled frame, fell to his sides. “Yeah, what about it?”

“Reports have been arriving for some time about fighting east of the Bulwarks in the Barbaricum. We didn’t give them much credence, at first. The Vhurrian tribes are always sparring amongst themselves. But, six months ago, word arrived by courier through the Lothos Gap that the balance of power had undergone a dramatic shift.” Perrenius turned to Anzo. “You no doubt recall the Marovians?”

“Of course, I do.” Anzo scratched at his tattoo instinctively. “They’re the Emperor’s favorite lackeys, bribed and domesticated to hold the east bank in favor of someone more demanding.”

“Well, they aren’t holding anything anymore. They’ve been wiped out.”

“What?” Anzo jolted back a half a step. “How? They were the major power amongst the western-settled Vhurrs.”

“It was by no mere force of arms,” Ossys rumbled.

Anzo spared the wizard a glance—all that he dared. “What’s he talking about?”

Perrenius turned back to the map, rubbing his chin, for a moment looking more like the battle-hardened Legate he’d once been. “The migrations are starting again. Without the Marovians to keep them in check, others are spilling across the Lydirian, in dribs and drabs here, in whole tribes there. It’s sparking political upheaval in the Valley. Descendants of past migrations are beginning to cast aside the farmer’s toil in favor of their ancestors’ old barbarian ways, joining up with impromptu war bands, spreading brigandage.”

“What’s worse is that the Legions along the river have been badly denuded—” Ossys began.

“—in anticipation of having to make a play for Kharzul,” Anzo finished for him. He put a hand on Perrenius’ shoulder, the threads finally pulling together in his mind. “That’s the reason for my recall.”

The Magister nodded wearily. “That’s the reason ten thousand Legionnaires are getting fat, waiting down at the docks for an order that will not now come.” He smiled bitterly. “Which was fortunate for us last night; they were invaluable in beating down the riots before they got out of hand.” He drew a palm across his brow and Anzo saw that it wasn’t just decades the old man had prematurely aged; it was centuries.

“So why drag me all the way up here?” Anzo looked back and forth between the bureaucrat and the wizard. “Why not just send the Legions back?”

“Arken—the Emperor—now fears they will be needed elsewhere.” Perrenius gave his head a bitter shake. “Disturbances echo from all corners, my boy. In the north, the Sea Wolves raid Cladenium’s shores and seperatists agitate in Ryndon. In the Southern Empire, our esteemed Co-Emperor, Galenius bleats that the Cerulian mob may overthrow him and it looks as though the Yrenerians are massing on his borders.” He half-smiled, care lines deepening about baggy eyes. “Like I said, a conspiracy in Kharzul no longer tops our list.”

“You still haven’t told me why I’m here,” Anzo said, beginning to wonder if he really wanted the answer.

Perrenius looked at Ossys.

“There is more to this new Vhurrian migration than want of lands or an easier life,” the wizard said. “We have word of great chieftain east of the Bulwarks to whom all are rallying. We have a name, as well:  Grondomagnus. He styles himself some sort of Witch-King and apparently has the backing of...other powers.”

Anzo suppressed a shiver. “Do I even want to know what kind of powers?”

“We don’t know.” The wizard’s mustache twitched. “The Eyes of Thoth are always watching into the Beyond for signs. But in the east, they find their Sight blotted out, as though by a blanket of darkness.”

“How’s your Vhurrian?” Perrenius asked in a tone too light for the discussion.

Anzo winced as the realization he’d dreaded coalesced into reality. “Forget it.”

“Certainly you still retain some of your mother’s ancestral tongue?”

“No. It’s dead to me.”

“A lie,” Ossys said with a glimmer in his eyes.

“Shut up.”

“We need you to find out the reason for the Vhurrs’ movements.” Perrenius put his hand on Anzo’s arm. “We need to know if they can be stopped.”

Anzo flinched away. “Find someone else.”

“There is no one else.”

“Why don’t you send Haurus? If you need a few choice throats cut that wretch is primed!”

Perrenius blinked and the almost-familial warmth of before cooled from his eyes. “Perhaps I should bring Haurus back in here.”

Anzo froze. “You wouldn’t...”

“There once was a Severnus from the Lydirian Valley, if memory serves, wanted on charges of desertion from the Legions and, later, banditry at the head of a pack of vicious outlaws.” Perrenius folded meaty arms before him. “You wouldn’t happen to have heard of him your travels?”

Anzo grimaced. “Bastard...”

“This is the order of your Emperor, Anzo Severnus. You will do His bidding.”

Anzo turned away, wanted to spit, wanted to scream. It would have been better to have been stomped into the dust by the mob. It would be better to throw his body from the open windows, right now. He should have known better than to come back. When his recall came, he should have just disappeared into the Kharzulan wilderness.

“Perrenius, you promised me...”

Silence. “I know.” Then Perrenius saying to Ossys, “Tell him the rest.”

“What more?” Anzo roared, spinning back to the pair. “By the gods, isn’t my suicide enough for you?”

Ossys paused, some kind of decision being made behind his decrepit face. “One of our Order will be going with you.”

“Insane! The Vhurrs can smell magic on a person!”

“She will take the proper precautions—”

“She?!?!”

“Enough!” Perrenius’ bellow shook the room. Gone from him was any pretense of pleasantry, his gaze aflame, the outburst having shaken loose his carefully-arranged hair. Coldly, he said, “You will carry out the Emperor’s Will.”

Anzo tried to meet the man’s fury with his own but found himself eclipsed by the rage of a man who has watched everything he’s built threatened.

“You will do this.” The bureaucrat’s voice quavered for an instant. “Please, Anzo...I need the old Weasel, one more time.”

“Fine...” Anzo shook his head. “Fine...like I have a choice.” He jabbed a finger. “But this is the last time, Perrenius. You owe me that. If I come back from beyond those mountains, I am done.”

The Magister Officiorium straightened his hair with a sharp swipe of his hand.

“We shall see.”
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Chapter Two

The Salient
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Anzo wasn’t surprised to find the Valley unchanged, even after ten years. It was one of things he had hated in his youth, the rains and monotony of planting in spring, the haze-wreathed drudgery of summer, the rains’ return in fall and the desperate flurry to harvest before howling winds brought snow and the endless, dark wait for the cycle to start over.

Two weeks ride had brought him through the Lothos Gap to acquire river passage at the citadel of Hadron, just above the Middle Cataract, with the best documentation Perrenius’ staff could forge on wax tablets. The deception wasn’t really necessary, but the old spymaster’s habits saved time. Besides, barbarian and Imperial mixed somewhat freely in this region and there was no shortage of overly-curious ears. In Anzo and the wizard woman assigned to him they would only learn of a small merchant and his lady traveling to Dynium for trade on the Midnight Sea. 

Leaned against crates on the deck of a shallow-drafted barge, Anzo turned from watching the Lyrdirian River’s silt-heavy swirl to regard his new companion. The woman sat cross-legged near the gunwale, meditative, a hood thrown up over her head. He’d prevailed upon her the necessity of leaving her Thothan robes behind before leaving Aurid, but it was obvious they had a lot of work left to do.

“Varya.”

Her cowl turned to him. With the morning sun still at her back, shadows hid her face. He waved and she rose to join him. She settled again at his side with hands steepled together and half a foot between them. “Yes, Anzo Severnus?”

He grimaced. I can’t even call it lousy field craft. She’s got no idea. “Look—” he put his arm over her shoulder and dragged her close to her obvious resistance “—we’re supposed to be together, you know? You don’t have to sell it, but don’t be so obvious.”

“You told me it wouldn’t be that important, yet.” She didn’t quite squirm at their closeness, her thin-boned frame tight as wound chord.

“I know I did. But it’s like taking on a character or...” He shrugged. “Look, you practice at your...your powers, right?”

Now she did squirm. “It is more like exercise, honing a muscle to a task.”

“Fine. It’s like that. You have to be comfortable in it to make people believe.” He nodded over his shoulder, at the Bulwarks lumbering by on the east side of the river. “When we’re over there, it’ll be the difference between life and death. The Vhurrs have no concept of a woman as a separate entity. A man and a woman travelling as equals will set off suspicions instantly. They must see us as a wanderer and his...”

He trailed off as her face turned to his. Her slim jaw clenched, muscles bunching under skin faintly olive and tinged with the honey of a far away sun. “Chattel,” she finished for him. Light green eyes quivered.

Anzo nodded. Uncomfortable before a gaze that held echoes of Ossys’ weird, wasted stare, he looked away. “It’s the job, lady.”

“As Thoth wishes it.” She turned her face to the river and the green fields marching from its bank to the distant, bluish rise of the Decian Mountains in the west. “It’s pretty here, but cold somehow, not like Aurid.”

Anzo shifted, pulling his arm from her and relieved for it. “You should see it in winter. The river doesn’t often freeze, but the wind blows the snow like daggers. Now, the summers, they can be horrible. This one seems to have been pretty mild, but when there are droughts, especially after a hot spring, everything browns and the river falls so low you can practically walk out to the center and wave to the Vhurrs.”

“You speak as someone who knows.”

Anzo half grinned. “I grew up here.” He gestured to the western bank, to a modest villa silhouetted against late summer’s haze, its white-washed walls and columns frowning down upon workers—indentured servants or, more likely, slaves—tending a vineyard. “My father had holdings north of the Upper Cataract.” He could practically see the old bastard’s face in these lands, scowling at the disgrace of his son. “It was the envy of some, I guess. He was a proud sort.”

“Severnus is an old Aurridian name,” Varya said.

“We were from an old family.”

“Yet...Anzo—” She turned to him.

“—is Vhurrian, yeah.” His grin tightened. “My mother named me, for her ancestors. Her grandparents crossed during the Great Incursions, eighty years ago. Her grandfather died in the fighting and his family—she—was sold into bondage. But she was smart, learned her letters, and a young cavalryman took a liking to her.”

Calls passed among the barge’s crew. A sailor strolled to the bow and ran a long pole out into the river, checking the depth. The Lydirian bent ahead, curling eastward into what the Imperials had nicknamed the Salient. A lone tower jabbed skyward from a sandstone crag near the curve, a soldier prowling its battlements. A ditch backed by a palisade of sharpened logs formed a perimeter on three sides, the face of the crag a fourth. The sentinel offered the passing barge a lazy wave.

A chain of such outposts lined the long angle of the Salient as they drifted on, interspersed with small forts of stone walls quarried from the blue-veined limestone of the Decians. The men of these posts kept endless vigil, nervous eyes ever-fixed to the east, across the Lydirian to the Bulwarks that held shadowy threat. Their lines ran from the northwest and southwest, converging at a heavily-fortified point.

There lay Anzo and Varya’s destination, the Edge of the Aurridian World.

***
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THE DOCKS BELOW THE walls of Fort Terminus bustled with activity as Anzo led Varya down the barge’s loading ramp. Legionnaires seeking extra labor-pay and beefy men conscripted from the surrounding town of Estpont unloaded goods to the bellowed orders of a taskmaster. Muscles bulged under the weight of crates of hard biscuits, barrels of salted pork, and kegs of wine, these last handled most carefully and with smiles.

Estpont marched in mismatched disarray from the hollow embracing the little harbor, modest, single-storey stone houses with thatched roofs clumped within a low wall that meandered down to the river banks, huts sprawled outside, the homes of transient workers, drawn to the town by Imperial coin and the security implied by the fort looming above.

Terminus crouched behind its higher walls, toothy with battlements, ascent to a single gate on its western side permitted by a paved Legion road. Two of its walls formed an angle against the Lyrdirian’s easternmost bend, their chiseled blocks merging into a face of limestone that made an escalade against them virtual insanity.

Anzo tromped down the pier to solid ground, Varya trailing behind with what he suspected was a murmured curse. His gaze passed over laborers, off-duty soldiers calling insults to comrades, and a Legion officer at a teardown desk scrawling notes onto wax pads as the barge captain groused about some difficulty or matter of pay. Anzo had been told to expect contact, someone warned of his coming.

“It’s a long trip from Hadron.”

Forcing down surprise, Anzo turned to the voice slowly. The phrase was correct but the man that stood nearby, leaning beside a fish-vendor’s kiosk, could not have been less of a surprise. A perfectly straight-toothed smile shined from a face the darkened mahogany of distant Kharzul, the man’s shaved scalp gleaming in the midday sunlight. He tossed a coin to the vendor and started towards them, gnawed nonchalantly at a strip of meat on a stick. His tunic was fresh and crimson, bordered with black—the colors of the Empire.

“It’s no labor for a man seeking his destiny.” Anzo returned the code phrase with a smile and reached for the wax tablet in his leather vest.

The man waved off the motion. “There’s no need, Master Severnus. I am Enu Mbawa and I’ve been told of your coming.”

Anzo glanced at Varya. “We’re hungry and tired.”

“I’ve no doubt.” Enu turned and gestured to a boy holding the reins of two horses. The lad approached with the mounts, heavily-muscled steeds with the well-cared-for harnesses of Legion animals. Enu tossed off another coin and mounted the first of the beasts. “Join me at my quarters?”

“We’d be happy to.” Anzo threw his pack over the second horse’s back and leapt into its saddle. He turned and offered his hand to Varya. The Initiate’s eyes flared out from under her cowl for an instant before she accepted it. He swept her up recklessly, threw her across his lap, grinning at her huff of dismay.

Enu waved and they followed him. The horses carried them through the low gate of Estpont, into the nervous bustle of a town on the edge of nowhere. Children ran in the street, chased by calls. Vendors hawked their wares from shop fronts. A fight between Legionnaires and locals seemed to be winding up in front of a tavern—drew a hard stare from Enu that caught the soldiers’ attention enough to hasten their dispersal.

“It’s a long way from Kharzul,” Anzo said to his new host.

“I tell myself that every day.” With a click of his tongue, he slowed his mount’s gait to bring him effortlessly alongside. “The Ala Secundus Kharzulius makes about as much sense on this frontier as a bull in a dressmaker’s shop.” He shrugged. “The Empire gathers its cards for another game, but I tell you, I think the deck was damned poorly-shuffled this time.”

Anzo offered him a thin smile, thought of Perrenius. “So, you’re a cavalryman. I thought I saw an outrider’s comfort in the saddle.”

Enu’s toothy grin spread to his wrinkling scalp. “My father was a Decurion in the Scholae Kharzula. His father was a reprobate outlaw chief, robbing Imperial trade routes. The Empire has yet to make completely respectable men of us, but the Divine Aurus doesn’t seem to have stopped trying.”

The threesome passed out of Estpont proper, winding through the smoky shack city of the suburbs and up onto the fort road, tracing the spine of a low ridge. A detachment of riders issued from Fort Terminus’ main gate and trotted down the path. Throaty calls and upraised palm salutes greeted the little party as they passed, Enu returning the gesture. He gave his horse a little heel and Anzo did likewise to keep up.

Terminus’ gatehouse towered over as the group entered, sentries eyeing them with lazy half-attention. Within, the courtyard rambled with activity, recruits in the drab gray tunics of auxiliaries drilling under a Centurion’s harsh tutelage, clatter of an armory to one side, peat and hot-metal stink of a smithy to another, orders, curses, faint rattle of dice against a wall in one corner. Black-skinned kin of Enu’s north Kharzul heritage mingled with the lighter toned, hatchet-sharp features of Bedouin-descendents and the sun-burnt, blockier-jawed faces of Aurridian stock; a taste of the whole of the Empire here in these walls, it almost seemed.

Enu dismounted and handed his reins to a young conscript, gestured for the boy to take Anzo’s. With less ceremony than was probably called for, Anzo scooped his hands under Varya’s backside and handed her down to a waiting Enu before dismounting himself.

“This way.” The Kharzulan strode across the courtyard, returning more salutes as he made his way to the fort’s northeastern-most tower.

“Are you trying to ‘sell it’, now?” Varya rubbed her rump with a bitter scowl.

“Apologies.” Anzo feigned a bow and offered her his arm. “If you’d honor me, my lady?”

She snorted and started off after Enu without him. Anzo’s laughter boomed as he hastened to keep up with her measured strides.

They followed Enu up a flight of stairs to the fort’s parapet and through a side door into the northwest tower. Gloom lit with sputtering candles and another flight of stairs awaited them. They labored upward in air chilled by surrounding stone, their breaths echoing in the dark space. An opened door and a lobby leading to several doors followed. A young man with locks curled and scented in Aurridian style sprang from a desk at their arrival. A pair of guards in full armor stiffened to attention, hands at their swords.

“Tribune!” The lad offered the upraised palm.

Enu returned the salute. “Any word from Maricius?”

The orderly returned to his seat with a crisp headshake. “The last riders brought only these.” He picked up a bundle of smooth bone scroll tubes, bound together with silk thread and embossed with the crossed-snake crest of the Imperial city of Dynium.

Enu grimaced. “More demands from the Comes Dynirium?” He waved off the documents. “Save them for the Legate’s return.” He gestured at Anzo and Varya. “I’ll be with guests. We are not to be disturbed.”

“Sir!”

Enu led Anzo and Varya into an office and locked the door at their backs. The chamber had a cot in one corner, a compact arrangement of personal affects under it, and a single window, unshuttered, permitting sunlight through to illuminate a desk littered with maps, wax tablets, a burnt-down candle, and styluses. From wood knobs on the wall dangled a pair of swords, an Imperial cavalry saber crossed with a scimitar that could have been twin to the one at Anzo’s hip.

“Tribune?” Anzo appraised the Kharzulan with new respect.

Enu slumped into his seat. “The Secundus is mine, yes. Five hundred or so of the Empire’s finest strung out guarding the Lydirian from the Vhurrs and villas from the locals. Legate Maricius has the Valley command, the Legio Saliensis—” he shook his head, a hint of bitterness in his never-slipping smile “—as they’re calling us now on paper. The Secundus, elements of the Hadron garrison, bits and pieces of the Fifth and Fifteenth out of Dynium, and the auxiliaries we’ve recruited up from the locals, many of them part-Vhurr and as untrustworthy as—” he met Anzo’s gaze and grimaced. “Sorry.”

Anzo waved off the unintended slight. “Don’t think of it. The best part of me is Aurid.” A lie, but it would do to ease the other man. “So, is it as bad as they say in the capitol?”

“Not yet.” The smile got brittle. He held out his hand. “I suppose I’d better see what it is I’m supposed to be doing, helping our friends in the Imperial Courier Service.”

“Here.” Anzo reached into his tunic and tossed the wax tablet to the officer. “But I’ll spare you the aggravation of reading through a bureaucrat’s quillwork. The Initiate and I will be crossing into the Barbaricum as soon as practical. We’ll need whatever assistance you can offer. And we’ll need supplies, things that a pair of refugees might carry.”

Halfway into opening the wood covers of the wax tablet, Enu looked up at him, brow crinkling to the top of his skull. “Cross the Lyrdirian? After what happened with the Marovians? I don’t suppose you can tell me more than that?”

“It’d be better for you if you didn’t know,” Anzo replied. “We’ll be gone a long time and if—when—we return, we may come with trouble behind us.”

Enu leaned back in his chair. “Now I wish the Legate was here.”

“But you can help us?” Anzo asked. “Time is critical.”

“Of course, I can, but—” Enu fingered the worn edges of the tablet cover. “Yes...yes, I can.”

“Tonight would be ideal.”

Enu nodded. “I can have you two ferried to the fortified landing on the east side.”

“No. We can’t be observed leaving Imperial hands. We have to appear as refugees, wanderers. We’ll need to be inserted someplace less conspicuous.”

The Kharzulan leaned forward, elbows on the desktop, fingers weaving together. “You need to understand that with the Marovians out of the way the east bank is no longer a known quantity. Our men have been driven in, holding only the fortified landings and a few outposts that are never without danger. Imperial sympathizers amongst the barbarians are being targeted and trade has all but ceased. Many of the rest are at best hostile, harassing river traffic, slipping across the river to raid farms, when we don’t catch them.”

“But you can arrange it?”

“I said I could.” A bit of tightness, some old frustration darkened his eyes. “It’ll require a diversion. But, yes, I think I know just the spot, a little inlet near one of the sandbars the heavier barges are always getting stuck on these days.”

“Thank you.” Anzo stepped forward and offered his hand.

Enu paused. He accepted the handshake, his smile returned, laugh lines replacing creases of worry. “You’re mad. You know that, I suppose?”

Anzo returned the smile. “I hear that a lot.”

“Tribune,” Varya spoke up, “is there an Initiate of Thoth at this post?”

“There was.” Enu hesitated. “Kendu. Did you know him?”

The woman nodded eagerly, a wisp of auburn hair shaking loose. “I am of his Circle. Might I speak with him?”

The Kharzulan grimaced. “I wish you could but...I’m sorry. We buried what was left of him three weeks ago in his shrine outside the walls.”

Varya stiffened. “What happened?”

Enu’s dark features took on an ashen hue. “We heard screaming in the night. By the time the lads got to his quarters he was dead. He had...it was almost like something had burned him up from the inside out.” The man shivered. “We consecrated what was left. He left very specific instructions.”

“I see.” Varya’s head dropped in her hood.

Anzo stared at her. “What does that mean?”

She turned away with a hand rising to cup her mouth.

“Well?”

“It means we have to hurry, Anzo Severnus,” she said with her back to him, her voice hoarse. “Something is already on this side of the river.”
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Chapter Three

Across the Lydirian
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Anzo dropped his knapsack into a small canoe beached on the riverbank below the northwestern wall of Fort Terminus. The tiny craft and its crew of two Legionnaires—dressed in civilian cloaks for secrecy’s sake—jounced at the impact. Varya, waiting amidships, didn’t move, didn’t seem to notice him at all. A moonless night left her hooded form shrouded in silent darkness.

She hadn’t spoken since Enu’s office.

A dozen larger boats waited on the bank just upriver, Legionnaires crowding into them with clanks and curses. Loading without lanterns, with the expectation of a night landing couldn’t have improved the soldiers’ mood. Above, on the fort walls, Anzo thought he heard the groan of catapult lines tightening and terse orders passing along the battlements.

Enu stood near the postern gate below the northeast wall, whispering to a knot of officers. He finished whatever he had to say and dismissed them to their commands with the boats. With the tight pace of a man resigned to an unpleasant task he strode down to Anzo, a bundle under one arm.

“You asked for this.” The Kharzulan handed Anzo a sheathed cavalry saber wrapped in its belt.

“Thanks.” Anzo exchanged his scimitar for the weapon. “Something that exotic might encourage unwanted questions.” He girded on the saber and drew it to test the weight. The leather grip was worn smooth with use and Anzo’s eyebrows rose at the familiar fabricae markings at the base of the blade. “This is yours?”

Enu patted his shoulder. “You’re welcome. I prefer my native steel, anyway. But...ah...bring it back, all right?”

Anzo sheathed the blade and reached for Enu’s hand, clasping it forearm-to-forearm in the way of a Legionnaire. “The Secundus is lucky to have such a Tribune.”

“Well, here’s to hoping that luck is shared amongst us all.” Enu pulled away, gesturing to the beached transports. “The lads will make a show of coming ashore just south of the fortified landing to roust out barbarians encamped a little too close for comfort.” He nodded to the walls of Terminus. “There’ll be some artillery, too, something decidedly showy to draw attention.”

Anzo shifted uncomfortably. “We’re sorry to have put you out so.”

The Tribune waved a dismissive hand. “Pay it no thought. My men have been getting fat and careless. This will give them a little shake-out. And there are some auxiliaries in need of seasoning and this is a relatively low-risk way of doing that.”

“Again, thanks.” Anzo offered the other man the upraised palm salute. “Aeydon be with you.”

Enu returned the salute. “I never had much use for the Law Giver. But may Aya, Our Lady of Fortune, smile upon you.”

“Agreed.”

Enu turned in a whirl of cloak and strode away.

Anzo watched his departure with a building sense of chill, the task, the mission becoming a very real thing before him. Tugging his own cloak about him, he stepped into the canoe and settled down beside Varya. Still, the Thothan Initiate showed no sign of noticing him. The boat shifted as the Legionnaire at the stern got out and stood ready to push them in the river. Varya gave her hood a tug to draw it closer about her face.

Anzo couldn’t stand the silence any longer. “I’m sorry about your comrade. Were you very close?”

Her shoulders rose with a sigh that broke the gloom about her. “Yes, we knew each other well. As I said, we were of the same Circle.”

“Is that like...some kind of unit?”

There might have been a hint of smile in the shadow of her hood. “A Circle is more like a level of knowledge. There are seven, with the center being Enlightenment.”

“Is that where your Master Ossys is?”

She shook her head. “No mortal has achieved the Center. Only Thoth resides there with his Tome of All Knowledge.” With her heavy cowl it was hard to say, but she seemed to look skyward.

“What Circle are you?”

“Kendu and I had achieved the third. We had passed beyond the Sight and the Elements to where we can begin to affect Matter.” She shivered. “That something overpowered him means that whatever is out there and is seeping into these lands may be beyond my skills, may be beyond the ken of Thoth altogether.”

“I see.” Anzo didn’t and wanted to shiver, too.

A catapult released with
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