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The people in the world of Dellos needed a hero. An explosive light resonating in the grim darkness, a gift from the Gods sent to fight tyranny and oppression. The one they needed wanted no parts of it...his name was Evorix Vispanius, and he was known to all as the Traitor in the North...
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Evorix Vispanius wasn’t their hero; in fact, he never would be. With a deep sigh, he yanked his sword blade out of the skull in front of him and wiped the blood and brain matter across his leather breeches. Battle exhausts everyone, even the most battle-hardened. And for those who survive, it’s a curse. A curse that can only be cured by dying in the next battle. But Evorix was never that lucky. He was now a mercenary in Batopia, a lawless land in the north, a cesspool of the worst kind—his kind. He had been hiding there for almost a year, longing for a way to get back to his old life.

I hate Wolfryian raiding parties, he thought.

A silky black crow squawked behind him, cracking the still air. He turned his neck slightly and watched the bird fly over his shoulder, its white droppings splattering against his leather pauldrons as it climbed higher into the sky. Damn Dellosian crows—worthless animals, he thought, smearing the white droppings off his armor. By the gods, I hate this damn place.

He spat a stream of tobacco juice from between his pursed lips, the majority of it hitting the dead body. The sun overhead beamed down on his bald head as the beads of sweat slowly dripped off the stubble on his chin. His skin was pale like all the other Wolfryian’s with scars from many battles crisscrossing his body.

Glancing at the bodies around him, Evorix snorted and then took a long pull from his canteen. The field lay littered with the dead and those who would be joining them shortly. He pushed his palm into the wet ground, the mud squishing between his fingers as he leveraged himself up with a loud sigh, his joints popping and creaking an unwelcome sound. He walked toward the woods on the far side of the blood drenched clearing and took to the grim task of dispatching the unlucky mercenaries still alive. He sawed their throats like a woodsman felling a tree.

He drowned out the moans and gasps they made with a low whistle as his knife slid across their throats, over and over and over again. After finishing, he walked over the threshold of the woods and glanced into the sky for any birds large enough to swoop down on him for an easy dinner. He misstepped and stumbled over a tree root, landing face first. He struggled to his feet, swiped the palm of his hand over his sweat-drenched face, and then turned around.

He cleared his throat and spat. Damn, I really hate this place.

With a quick glance over his shoulder, he grabbed his pack and walked out onto the road leading to the village of Pistoryum. The dust swirled around his ankles as he walked, the smell of blood heavy on his leather armor as he approached the gate. He stayed in the shadows as he meandered his way to the closest bar in the village. The few coins he managed to take off the dead jingled in the pouch hanging from his belt. He slipped into the bar, the patrons barely noticing his hulking frame.

He wasn’t handsome by Wolfryian standards, but he would do as a bed warmer in Batopia. His most noticeable feature was his eyes, one dark green, the other a smoky hazel. He sat down on a rickety bar stool and ordered a mug of ale with a mutton pie. He ate quietly, and after he finished, he pounded his battle-scarred fist on the table and looked around.

Where’s that barmaid? He took another pull on the brittle wooden lip of his mug. Haven’t got all day. I need another drink.

He stared at the man next to him in disgust as he watched him shovel more gruel into his mouth. Shaking his head, Evorix glanced at the faces around him. Never can be too careful.

Among the scattered wooden tables, men and women played different card games. Evorix glanced up in time to see a man fall out of his chair, a knife buried to the hilt in his throat. The ace of spades tumbled from the cuff of the gambler’s sleeve.

Stupid, really stupid. Never keep an ace up your sleeve. It’s too obvious.

The guards dragged the dead man through the bar, his blood leaking onto the boards. They pushed the patrons walking in front of them out of the way as they worked their way to the cheap door. Then they launched the body out into the street for the feral dogs to finish what the gamblers had begun. Evorix glanced up as another brawl erupted over a prostitute behind him. He glanced over his shoulder and watched the man taking the worst of the beating yank a knife from his belt.

Evorix stared at the knife. Oh, that’s not—

A guard standing nearby swung his sword down and cut off the attacker’s hand, the knife clattering harmlessly on the floor as the man screeched, staring at his bloody stump. The guard yanked the man’s head back from behind and ran his blade through his back. The bloody tip of the blade exploded through the man’s sternum, splattering blood over Evorix’s boots.

Awww, fuck me.

“Down, boss,” the guard said, pointing to the other man as he sheathed his sword.

The local watering hole was called The Blade, the local mercenary hangout. But it was more of a shanty than an actual functional tavern. The rotting wood on the exterior of the building allowed the cold wind to blow through the cracks, chilling its patrons to the bone.

The prostitutes above him leaned over the railing and talked among themselves. For a good time with them, it was only a few coins, and Evorix snickered as he heard the loud moans from behind the slim wooden doors on his left.

He pulled his hood closer to his face, flexing his arthritic fingers as he spun a coin on the table. Although he didn’t stick out in the tavern among the other patrons, he was still an imposing figure, his shoulders tight around his stained blue tunic. His eyes scanned the bar, trying to spot an ale someone had left unattended. Two men argued beside him about the Wolfryian emperor and his iron grip on the throne.

Evorix hiccupped and thought, Oh, if they only knew.

One of the patrons shoved the other, escalating the argument. Evorix used the distraction to pull both mugs over to him. He drained them, burped, and then pushed them back. Evorix swayed for a moment and then pushed himself off the stool, stumbled over to an empty table, and sat down. He squinted at a young boy as he ambled over with a pitiful look, grimy hand out. Evorix stared at him, then pushed him to the ground with his large palm. With a drunken chuckle, he snatched a mug of ale as it passed by.

The server turned around and said, “That’s fa’ somebody else!”

Like I care.

After a long swig, he burped again and then flipped a gold coin onto her serving plate. He pushed her and said, “More...now.”

He glanced at his feet and scooped the ragged boy off the ground. He tossed him onto the opposite bench with a flick of his wrist. Using his thick index finger, he slid the mug of ale across the table to see what the boy would do. Staring at it, the boy licked his lips and reached for it like quicksilver.

Evorix yanked the mug back. “Tsk...tsk...tsk.”

He pulled one of his last silver coins from his breast pocket. “Spirits will take your pain away for a moment, boy, but silver . . .” Effortlessly, he rolled the coin over his knuckles and stared into the boy’s soft brown eyes. “This will haunt your nightmares no matter how much of it you have. It consumes my soul. Now, begone,” he said, flipping him the coin, the corner of his lip upturned in a half smile.

The boy gave him a toothless grin and vanished.

Damn shame he won’t live through the winter. Actually, none of these poor bastards are going to make it. He looked around at the smiling faces. Never enough food to go around, only flesh.

A prostitute caught his stare and walked over to his table. She picked up the coin he had been spinning and pocketed it. “Fancy a ride? I’m better than most in here,” she said, standing over him as she ran her calloused fingers over his scalp.

“Not interested. Now, leave me to my drink,” he said, staring straight ahead.

She leaned in closer and placed his hand on her breast. “Now, what do you think?”

On second thought...

He smiled and stood up, his legs wobbling. She took his hand and led him to a room. Walking through the doorway, she slipped out of her dress and sat down in the flea-ridden bed. She waved him over with her dirty index finger. He walked over to her, towering above her as she unbuttoned his pants. He pulled his tunic over his head and lay beside her.

Her fingers and mouth found every ache on his chiseled body. She heard him groan as she slowly started to ride him. She leaned back and hooked her arm around his neck as she continued. Evorix put his hands on her waist, and when he came, he wiped the sweat from his brow. With a deep sigh, he rolled over and fell asleep for a few hours. When he woke up, he pulled his pants back on at the edge of the bed.

“You’re right. That was better than most,” he said, putting on his filthy tunic.

He walked to the door and left one gold coin on the dresser. He exited the room and sat back down at his table, peering at the other tables in the smoky room. Seeing nothing, he drank several more mugs of ale over the next few hours until the purse swinging from his side was empty. Brooding about his misfortunes, he cracked his knuckles, thinking of when he would get his revenge on Emperor Octavius. 

Fuckin’ worthless bastard.

Finally, his head dropped onto the table, and he passed out. A lone figure sat tucked away in the shadows of the tavern, wearing a forest-green cloak with a fur-lined hood. He had been watching Evorix drink, patiently waiting for his opportunity. Evorix should have been paying closer attention. He had too many enemies.

The silent figure sipped his mug of ale every few minutes and glanced around, trying to blend in with the shadows. As he scanned the faces, he noticed that no one seemed to see him sitting by himself as he tapped his long, thin fingers on the table. Silently, he approached Evorix from behind, carrying a large bucket. The cold water he dropped on Evorix’s head had the desired effect he wanted. Like lightning, Evorix rose from the bench and drew his sword from its worn scabbard. His legs wobbled for a moment, and then he bent over and vomited.

Ach . . . yellow bile. Should have eaten something other than the mutton pie. I never drink. I should have known better. What the hell happened, and why am I all wet?

He wiped the back of his sleeve across his mouth to clear the bile off his face and then spit the remainder out of his mouth. He patted himself down and looked around, his body swaying with every hiccup. After his last hiccup, he felt his wet pants and squinted through the smoky atmosphere. He blinked the smoke out of his eyes and sat back down. He returned his sword to its sheath and stared at the man in front of him with mild amusement.

“Who are you supposed to be?” he asked, eyebrow raised.

The cloaked man sat down across from him and said, “I am the breeze rolling through the grass, the salt in the ocean, and the key to unlocking your miserable existence.” He glanced around to make sure they weren’t overheard and said, “Unless you like living like a pig in this cesspool.”

With a snort, Evorix picked up his empty mug and raised it in his direction. “And I thought I was drunk because you definitely ain’t rolling through my grass. Body parts ain’t right. And I hate salt. Oh, how I hate the taste of salt. Now, you called my tavern a cesspool.” He slammed his knife into the gnarled wood, drawing a few eyes to them. “Be careful with your words, friend. You may offend me.”

After a moment of silence, Evorix lit his pipe, pressing two fingers over the embers.

The stranger continued. “I am—”

Evorix muttered as he puffed, “Pissing me off. Now, I didn’t tell you to fuckin’ sit or ask you to. So, fuck off and leave me to my drinking.”

“I am—”

Evorix glanced up again, his eyes leveling with the stranger’s. He couldn’t get a good look at his features because his hood was pulled as tight as his own. A wisp of smoke came from under Evorix’s hood. “Perhaps you didn’t hear me the first time. Fuck off!”

The other patrons quieted down to see if the yelling would escalate into a brawl. Disappointed after a few silent moments between the pair, they went back to their drinks. The man made eye contact with Evorix again and dropped a leather purse onto the table. 

“I’m looking for an old friend. Perhaps you have seen him,” he said.

“Nah, don’t think I have,” Evorix said, cleaning the brown tobacco stains in his pipe.

“His name is Evorix Vispanius, former prefect to Emperor Tiberius of Wolfryia, known to all as the Traitor in the North. Have I found him?”

Only for a moment did Evorix’s eyes betray him from under his hood. He drew a sharp breath, and his body stiffened.

How does he know? I need to remain calm and not kill him. Be tough to explain it.

His eyes darted around the room, searching for a trap or any other men intent on killing him. Evorix’s hand crept to the bone-handled knife on his left side, but at the last moment, he pulled it away. While Evorix stared around the room, the stranger moved the large coin purse in front of him. Evorix eyed the purse and licked his lips, his greed taking over. He stared at the bag.

“If I’m the prefect Evorix Vispanius you’re looking for, Traitor in the North as you so put it, will depend on how many coins are in here. And who the hell you are—besides an annoying prick?” he muttered.

The man ignored the insult. “There are five hundred coins in there.” The stranger pulled his hood back and smiled wide.

Evorix’s eyes bulged wide before he snatched his knife from its sheath. “Gius Flavius. You got a lotta nerve coming here after what you did.”

Evorix snatched his own hood off for a better view, then slammed the knife into the table. He slowly removed his other knives and placed them on the table, a cold, dead look in his eyes. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you right now.”

“Easy, old man. Just listen to what I have to say, then kill me.”

Evorix took a deep breath, looked at the purse, and then felt his own that had fully deflated. “All right, I’m listening,” he said, pushing his back against the booth he was sitting in, checking over both shoulders quickly.

Gius nodded at the purse, and Evorix glanced at it, his lips tight. He picked it up, glanced inside, and then dropped it in disgust. Rubbing his fingertips with a frown, he glared at Gius, then frowned. “I thought you knew better than to give me Wolfryian gold. I wouldn’t spend this if it were the last currency to buy ale and whores with,” Evorix said, throwing the purse back in front of Gius, readying himself to leave the table.

“Don’t be an idiot. There’s plenty more where that came from. It all spends the same,” Gius said, spinning a coin on the table. “Besides, I’m paying you to listen.”

Evorix paused, sat back down, and lit his pipe again. “All right, I’ll play along. What do you want, Gius?”

Gius took a long sip of his ale and then said, “I want you to kill the Emperor.”

Evorix coughed as the smoke left his lungs. He leaned forward and laughed until he had trouble drawing his breath. “Ha. You always were a dreamer, Gius. Even if you could get to him, Asinius would make sure whoever assassinated him would suffer greatly before he gave them the gift of death,” he said.

“Octavius isn’t untouchable, Evorix. We got his father, and now the Rebellium needs your help. You were, at one point, one of the best warriors in Dellos before you became prefect. Hell, you killed more men than Jonas the headman.” Gius cleared his throat and leaned in to deliver the last of his message. “And the reason I came out of hiding was to ask you personally.”

“Been rehearsing that speech, haven’t you?” Evorix paused and thought of what he wanted to say next. “Octavius ain’t a threat. He’s just another emperor. Besides, I hear that disgusting fat boy-king is sitting in luxury being fed grapes by naked boys,” Evorix grumbled.

Gius sighed. “What do we need to give you for your help then?” he asked.

“The world,” Evorix mumbled, picking dirt from under his nails.

Gius shook his head and tapped his chin. Without a word, he grabbed Evorix by the back of the neck and, with a quick pull, slammed his head onto the table. Knocked unconscious, Evorix fell off the bench and sprawled out onto the floor. Gius picked up the coin purse from the table, stooped down, and slung Evorix over his shoulder. Their server came up, holding a fresh mug of ale as he walked away from the table.

“He won’t be needing it, my dear, but I do,” Gius said, taking the mug.

“Hey, who’s gonna pay fa’ that?” she asked in her northern accent.

He slipped two gold coins into her calloused hand and closed it. “I will. And you never saw us, right?”

“All right, ya lardship, as you wish,” she said, moving on.

The other patrons didn’t notice or care as Gius carried another drunk into the blistering cold. The wind, hail, and freezing rain hit him in the face as he pushed the tavern door open. Trudging through ankle-deep snow, he carried Evorix to the room he was renting at the Sleeping Aardvark, an inn on the edge of town by the icy waters.

The Sleeping Aardvark wasn’t glamorous. In fact, it was nasty. The sign hanging over the door had a black aardvark with red eyes painted on it, but the sign had seen better days. In its current state, it looked more like a fat rat than an aardvark. The old black-and-white bordered Batopian flag flying over the door of the inn was torn and stained with blood from battles long forgotten, the bones of the dead soldiers who fought in them long since pulverized into dust.

The walls of the inn smelled like rotten fish, and the patrons didn’t smell much better as they lounged around, void of emotion, most of them in a drunken or drugged stupor. Green algae oozed from the well in the courtyard, giving anyone who drank it terrible dysentery.

Gius had paid a month’s rent with one gold coin and gave the innkeeper another one to keep his mouth shut. The innkeeper didn’t bat an eye as he handed Gius his room key. There were plenty of criminals who came to the Sleeping Aardvark to disappear. It was nothing new. The innkeeper stared over the rim of his round, metallic glasses as they entered. He was scribbling something in his ledger as Gius walked by.

Gius heard the innkeeper mutter to a patron, “I serve anyone, even Wolfr—”

Without looking at him, Gius cut him off and said, “Mind your business, old man, or I’ll cut your tongue out.”

Gius steadied himself as he walked up the stairs, straining with each step. Each stair creaked under their combined weight as he neared the top. Stepping onto the top board, it splintered into three pieces. He lost his balance and threw Evorix onto the landing with a strained grunt. As his ankle twisted, he felt his big toe snap. Soft curses escaped his lips as he bent down and grabbed his ankle.

“Son of whore,” Gius hissed with a wince.

He put as much weight as he could on it as he stumbled down the hallway. He fell into the wall several times but managed to drag Evorix by the arm to his room. “Oh, you fat, drunk bastard,” he muttered.

As they cleared the door, Giud launched Evorix into the room, who rolled face-first onto the floor. Letting out a heavy sigh, Gius closed the door and then sat down on the lumpy bed and pulled his boots off, favoring his broken toe. He knew he had no right to ask for Evorix’s help. The past physical and mental pain they both suffered was enough for any man to have endured.

All the politicians, army commanders, and merchants in Wolfryia who associated with Octavius wanted him dead for the part they believed he played in Tiberius’ death. Few, if any, of the politicians left opposed the newly minted emperor, at least not openly. Evorix had failed in his duty to protect Tiberius, something his son would never forget.

Recently, a plan had been hatched by the Rebellium council for Gius to recruit Evorix and have him assassinate the emperor in Iceport. It was a suicide mission, no doubt, but only a few men in Dellos could pull it off and maybe survive. Gius didn’t know how he was going to get Evorix on board, but he had no other choice. Octavius had to die to restore order to the world. Either Evorix joined the Rebellium, or Gius would kill him and protect the plan. It was always about the plan. But the one absolute Gius knew in the equation was that Evorix would kill anyone if the price was right.

He knew killing people never really bothered Evorix. If people were innocent, he still killed them, only faster. A target was a target. It didn’t matter the age, gender, or occupation, nor did he care. Princes to paupers, he had killed them all as if he were gutting a fish to eat. And a man who felt wronged as Evorix did, was doomed to die alone as he was; a man like that would need to serve a purpose...a valiant purpose before death. Gius wanted to make sure if former prefect Evorix Vispanius did die, it would be for that greater purpose . . . the Rebellium.
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Iceport, the capital city of the Kingdom of Wolfryia, was on the east coast of Dellos, where the crossroads of the kingdoms met. It was the largest city in the world, mightier than all the southern tribal tent cities, the only free people left who opposed the Wolfryian aristocracy, and they were being slowly snuffed out.

Emperor Octavius Victorus stared at his young slave as he poured Tramonian wine into his empty lead-lined goblet. The emperor’s taste for other wines had diminished over the years because of his constant consumption. He always wanted to appear more refined than he actually was, but even if he were refined, it wouldn’t have shown in his daily life.

The emperor’s wine was imported from the Kingdom of Tramonia, far to the west on the opposite coast. The wine was only produced in Sorra, the capital city, rivaling Iceport in size and commerce. The king of Tramonia could only sell his potent exported commodity to Emperor Octavius by royal decree, a fact that didn’t sit well with King Aksutamoon of Sorra, his bitter rival.

Tears of Tramonia was the most expensive wine in Dellos because the cost caused the poor men of the world to cry. Only the emperor could afford to drink, anyway. The wine fetched a huge price on the black market, and most of the bandits and highwaymen who went after the merchants carrying it were Warlord Three Toes’ men from Batopia—ruthless mercenaries who thrived on hijacking goods. King Aksutamoon disappeared recently, along with his latest shipment that he was hand delivering after the latest shipment had been hijacked. It was rumored he disappeared in Drathia, a no-man’s-land south of Batopia.

Octavius’ slave’s clammy palm slipped on the wine handle as he poured the wine in front of him. The wine splashed across the emperor’s forearm and stained his white sash inlaid with gold and silver thread. With no hesitation, the emperor’s prefect, Asinius Pelagius, slid his sword from its sheath and bent the shaking slave over the oak table. He cleaved the man’s head off, but it took two sword strokes instead of the usual one to finish the job. The blood dripped onto the floor as the body spasmed across the food on the table.

Asinius Pelagius was a shell of what he once was. The years had not been kind to him, and his old war wounds plagued him on the coldest and rainiest days. The physicians told him he needed more exercise, but the last time he ran or rode a horse was during the campaign to crush the Ba warriors twenty five years before. They were a class of warriors who sold humans as a means of survival, living in the Lava Lands.

Few, if any, legionnaires like him survived the Battle of the Lava Lands. The Wolfryian losses were catastrophic, almost as massive as the were the Ba losses. Emperor Tiberius, Octavius’s father, lost three-quarters of his men, over two thousand hardened soldiers. And the ones like Asinius did not have fond memories of the battle, only the carnage.

He had the look of an old, grizzled veteran. His red eye patch covering his right eye was tight against his gaunt face. He tried to keep his salt-and-pepper beard trimmed daily, but his hands usually shook in the morning. He wasn’t sure, but he was forgetting random things throughout the day as well. His beard was a style from days past when prefects were worth something, but their respect had died amongst the peasants and the aristocracy when Tiberius was murdered. Asinius took a haggard breath and thought of the battle that changed world history as tiny droplets of blood dripped from the table ledge. 

Like a bolt of thunder, a thought came to him.
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“FRONT RANK, KNEEL,” Asinius shouted.

The veterans took the command in stride and stood shoulder to shoulder.“Who are the better legionnaires today?” he roared, slamming his visor down behind them.

“Legion 1, m’lord,” they responded with a cheer before kneeling like a well-oiled machine.

Across the landscape, the Ba warriors rode across the plain, their mounts leaping across the dead pooled in the middle of the battlefield. With a loud roar, the lion men crashed into the front line of Legion 1, slaughtering most of the first rank. Asinius heard their screams and the roar of the warriors as he battled for his life. His horse was cut down, and he tumbled from the saddle. One of Asinius’ men helped him to his feet as a lance burst through his back. The blood splattered across Asinius’ face as another legionnaire impaled the warrior.

Asinius wiped his face across his sleeve, then attacked, slashed, and hacked limbs from their massive eight-foot frames, ducking, spinning, and slaughtering. Four fell at his feet before the second regiment behind sprinted into the mix. A loud horn sounded on his left, then on his right as the warriors retreated. As they drew back for another charge, Asinius’ men hurried to reform. Tiberius rode forward to Asinius’ position to see the battle up close, his retainers floating in front of him, shields held high for any stray arrows.

“End this, now,” Tiberius shouted, sitting in the saddle next to Asinius.

Asinius swung his blood and fur covered blade in front of his face and then raised his sword above his head. “On me, you bastards,” he commanded, remounting a fresh horse.

His men stood up and marched forward to distance themselves from the dead. Out of the corner of his eye, Asinius watched several Ba warriors galloping into their flank, buying time for their shield brothers to regroup. Asinius watched as the riders bore down on Tiberius. He pointed his sword at the emperor behind him.

“To the Emperor!”

Asinius slammed his heels into his horse’s flanks, yanking its head all the way around, and rode back to the emperor, followed by twelve of his hardened centurions in red-plumed helmets. He dismounted in front of Tiberius’ horse as the Ba closed the gap. A broken pike lay in front of Asinius, and he snatched it. He posted it against the inside of his boot just as the riders slammed into them, their lances aimed low.

Asinius heard the roars a few feet away. Before he could blink, the warriors crashed into him and his men. Asinius thrust his pike up and gored the lead rider in the chest. Another rider on his right with a red rope tied around the tip of his lance aimed it at him. Asinius’ mind raced, then slowed to a crawl as the spearhead floated into his view. The lance penetrated Asinius’ armor and slammed into his hip. Before the warrior could slam his spear through him, one of his centurions launched a pilum through the air, tumbling the warrior from the saddle.

Asinius ground his teeth and gave a deep growl, then fell into one of his men. He spat the phlegm from his parched throat, then freed his sword. He yanked the broken lance from his hip and screamed in pain. Several nine foot Ba warriors closed in, and three of his centurions stepped in front of him and engaged. The few warriors fell quickly, then Asinius collapsed. He stayed conscious long enough to see his fellow leaders, Peltrasius Leguti and Marus Atticus, lead the men forward to slaughter the remaining warriors. Then he passed out.

He woke up several hours later in a medical tent with Tiberius hovering over him.

“You’re still alive?” Tiberius asked.

Asinius nodded and stared at his shattered hip.

“I am promoting you to prefect for your sacrifice. You saved my life, and for that, I am grateful. Heal up and then report to the castle for your new assignment,” Tiberius said.

Asinius could only nod, the pain too great for him to speak. The emperor withdrew with his entourage and left Asinius to revel in his glory.
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ASINIUS SNAPPED BACK to reality and glared at the slaves cowering in the corner. He touched his hip and winced, even though the pain was long gone. He motioned for the remaining slaves to pull the headless body from the table. He picked up the slave’s severed head and threw it to the dogs below. Octavius roared with laughter, slapping his thigh as he watched the hounds tear the head apart, then each other for the left over pieces.

“Asinius, you always know my wishes before they reach my mind,” Octavius said, picking up a handful of ripe purple grapes from the table.

Octavius shoved them in his mouth with a grunt and then grabbed a leg of mutton. With a satisfying groan and an eye roll, he was in bliss. Food was one of the boy king’s greatest pleasures, other than his sexual debauchery. The throne he sat on was made from the bones of Rebellium commanders neatly stacked on top of one another. On top of them was a base made of solid gold, surrounded by skulls that had been dipped in liquid silver.

Wolfryian’s believed that sitting on your dead enemies was a sign of the gods favoring them. His father’s throne had been made of stone, but blood now stained it. It was a constant reminder for those who failed to protect him. Octavius had it broken into smaller pieces and placed around the dais below him as a reminder of what happened when his father let his guard down. He firmly believed compassion for the masses killed his father, and he wouldn’t make the same mistake.

“More wine,” he shouted.

Another slave approached and stood in a pool of blood, hands trembling. The man tried to concentrate on not dropping the lead-lined carafe as his pulse quickened. Octavius stared at the slave as he bent over to retrieve the dirty bowls. The slave managed to marshal the goblets and silverware onto a tray without passing out.

Octavius stared at the man’s ass and licked his lips as his toga slipped up to mid thigh. When the slave finished, Octavius motioned for him to lean forward. “Come to my room later with a few of the others, and I will show you the meaning of lust,” he said.

Octavius ran his stubby pinky finger with a long, yellow fingernail along the slave’s ear, cooing sweet nothings into it. The slave blushed, bowed his head, and then left. Octavius licked his lips again and stared at him as he walked away.

He gave Asinius a wink and muttered, “I love slave cock. Don’t you, prefect Palagius?”

“They are not my first choice, Imperator.” He shook his head in disgust as he watched the emperor fart and then burp as he reached for more food.

Octavius’s favorite food was mutton and pork, but he recently started having headaches at the back of his head and neck, so he tried to cut back...a feat too difficult to master. The Emperor’s eyes turned cold as his mind went elsewhere.

“Asinius, why have we not found that traitor, Evorix?” he suddenly asked.

“Evorix will continue to escape us if we keep sending mercenaries after him, Imperator,” Asinius said.

“Then who shall we send?” Octavius asked.

Asinius shrugged. “We will continue to have body parts sent back to us if we send mercs. I don’t know who can kill him,” Asinius said.

“What about you?” Octavius asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Imperator, I’m an old legionnaire who wouldn’t stand a chance against him. We fought together, and I saw him kill more men than I could count. If I go, I’m a dead man. He’s the best swordsman on Dellos,” Asinius said.

Octavius stopped eating and wiped the back of his hand over his lips. A quizzical look crossed his features as he smacked his lips together. “What good are you as my prefect then, Asinius?” He held his hand to his temple and rubbed it. “My head is pounding again. Fetch me some of my belladonna leaves.”

Octavius was not in good health; his stature was far from impressive. He was short, barely taller than a boy of twelve. And when he drank, he usually tortured and maimed people with a wave of his hand. He was indifferent when it came to torture, especially women and children. They meant nothing to him. After his father was assassinated, Octavius became indifferent to death. A piece of him died with his father, and then he withdrew with his belladonna leaves and became distant to everyone, even his closest advisors.

Asinius believed that’s where the change had occurred, like most others in the court. Octavius was always a mysterious child, prone to pranks and bouts of laughter, but where a child was, a drugged, tyrannical half wit stood in his place. The belladonna leaves helped influence his decision to kill the Empress of Wolfryia and then cut her into a thousand pieces. He had her ground up and fed to the poor because she didn’t tickle his fancy any longer.

Deep in thought, Octavius moved his index finger under his nostrils as droplets of blood fell onto his toga. He glanced around, saw no one was watching, and then spilled wine over the center of his toga to cover the stains.

“I need a new toga,” he roared.

His slaves rushed from the room and brought a freshly pressed replacement. They helped him undress, his bloated figure in clear view of Asinius, who turned his head in disgust. Usually, Octavius’s nose bled daily, but he had been able to cover it up for the most part. It seemed the more he drank and chewed belladonna leaves, the worse it became.

A sharp knock sounded behind the four inch thick oak doors at the front of the throne room. They creaked open, the hinges in desperate need of oil. A group of men walked in, and the palace guards snapped to attention as the group walked by, their boots clicking on the black marble. Asinius raised his hand in the air with a closed fist, signaling his men to stand at the ready. Three guards broke formation and stood in front of the dais steps with their spears crossed.

The guards confiscated the men’s weapons as they approached. Octavius was leery of anyone who approached him, and if he did meet with someone, even if they were his most trusted allies, they would be unarmed. The men who marched in were covered in mud and filth from the road. They knelt before the stairs as they approached, their red cloaks shredded at the bottom. The scale segmentata armor under their torn white tabards was bloody from whatever fighting had recently taken place. The men placed their hands over their hearts, fists closed.

“We are but dust in the wind, Imperator,” they said in unison.

The recent skirmish they were in was at the edge of the Batopian wilderness when they went in search of Evorix for the tenth time. No Wolfryian’s were welcome over the border, and if they did cross over, their tabards were returned torched from the fire where they were burned at the stake. 

Not saying anything in response, Octavius nodded and held his hand out. A large ruby in a platinum setting hung from his left pinky. The leader of the small band approached the steps with his standard bearer and attempted to ascend them. As they neared Asinius, the standard bearer slammed his lance onto the marble.

“Imperator, Lord Marus Atticus has returned.”

The Wolfryian flag that hung by the standard bearer’s side was white with a bust of Octavius’ face at the center in red, and this one was splashed with blood. Before taking his first step, Asinius held a vine branch across the man’s chest.

“Watch yourself, Marus,” he hissed.

“Touch me again, cripple, and I’ll gut you. Now, move,” Marus said, pushing past him.

Asinius smiled and stepped aside. Marus reached the top step quickly and approached the throne. He put his hand under Octavius’, held it, and took a knee. “We have returned, Imperator.”

“Lord Marus Atticus, Commander of Legion I. What news of your mission?” Octavius asked, looking for his belladonna leaves.

Asinius walked over and handed them to him. Not turning his head, Octavius shoved the leaves in his mouth and stuck them in his bottom gum line.

“Imperator, we were ambushed by Warlord Three Toes’ men, and I lost most of my unit. I believe Evorix is in the fishing village of Pistoryum on the northern coast, but we couldn’t get there,” Marus reported.

“I don’t care where he is, and I care not that you were ambushed! I want him dead, stuffed, and in my hall by the summer. Do you understand me?” he screeched.

“I need only hear to obey, Imperator,” Marus said, bowing lower.

Octavius inhaled deeply. “I don’t need your poetry, Marus. I need your skill in tracking my prey. Hell, it should be easy. Haven’t I killed everything he ever loved?”

“You have, Imperator, right down to his dogs,” Marus said.

“Then bring me his head,” Octavius hissed, a tiny bit of spittle collecting at the corner of his mouth. “NOW!”

Marus nodded and bowed again before standing up.

“You may stand next to Asinius,” Octavius said with a wave of his hand, his voice going back to a normal tone.

Marus walked over and stood near Asinius, trying his best not to hiss an insult at his bitter rival. Marus’ heart was cold, twisted...sinister, even. His jet-black hair recently began to thin, and streaks of silver had started to run through it. He carried the title of Legatus, which he was proud to carry.

Wolfryian legatie were Octavius’ mouthpieces. They were his private police force sent to find any disloyal politicians and legionnaires. He was a wolf in sheep’s clothing and tried to keep the emperor’s ear at all times. He knew if he lost it, it would mean a loss of favor and the unlimited power that came with it. And he would end up like Asinius, which he dreaded.

Suddenly, Octavius pushed himself off the throne and stumbled toward Marus, hallucinating. Octavius slapped him across the face with the back of his hand, the spit from the corner of his mouth peppering Marus’ armor. More annoyed than hurt, Marus instinctively reached for the knife at his side.

The guards could hear Marus suck in a deep breath as he remembered it had been confiscated. Before he could move his hand from his waist, a knife was at his throat from behind. Asinius pressed it against his jugular, then yanked his head back. Marus swallowed the lump in his throat, his palms sweaty.

“Your orders, Imperator?” Asinius asked, tightening his grip on Marus’ hair.

“Orders, yes, kill...wait...where...where am I?” Octavius muttered as he blinked several times. “Asinius, why do you have a knife to my loyal commander Marus’ throat?” He paused. “Marus, what the hell are you doing here? Where . . . where the hell is that traitor, Evorix?” Octavius asked, rubbing his temples in confusion before he collapsed back onto the throne.

“Shit, here we go again,” Asinius grumbled. “Guard, pick the emperor up and bring him to his chambers. You know the drill: two men at each window, four to the door. Move out.”

One of the men picked up the emperor and cradled him in his arms as he threw up. The guard dropped him on his face and held his hands up in disgust with vomit smeared across his breastplate. The others put their hands over their mouths and tried to refrain from laughing. Asinius stared down at the emperor with an audible sigh and motioned his men to pick him up again. The guards carried him away to sleep it off, and Asinius secretly hoped he wouldn’t wake up.

“I’ll kill you for that, Asinius,” Marus hissed before he descended the stairs to rejoin his men when the emperor was taken from the room.

“Get in line,” Asinius muttered before he walked out onto the balcony for a breath of fresh air.
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Chapter 3
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Tiberius’s Assassination the year prior

Evorix strolled through the garden, his hand brushing against the thorn bushes that pricked his palm. He gave a sad smile. He knew the war with the Ba pridesmen would end soon, and it would most likely be his death in the final, unwinnable battle. He snapped a violet flower off its stem and turned to his wife, Alecta. Brushing her copper-toned hair off her ear, he slid the flower behind it. She smiled and brushed her hand against his.

“I love you,” she whispered.

“As do I,” he said, staring into her eyes.

His father had arranged their courtship, and it combined the two most powerful houses among the lesser lords of Wolfryia, some no more than brigands, like Evorix’s lineage line.

“I have to go to the palace and tend to Emperor Tiberius,” he said as they approached the villa.

Their villa was a gift from the emperor. Evorix was still shocked by the gift, a rare glimpse of goodness from an otherwise deranged man. He marveled at the bleached, white-speckled stucco glistening in the early-morning mist and the trees he had planted with Alecta that adorned the front yard.

“I love the oak trees we planted,” he said, gazing up at the leafy limbs.

“Me too,” she said.

He sighed and winked at her. “Gotta be going. I’ll see you later in the throne room,” he said, pecking her on the cheek.

“You certainly will,” she said with a sly smile.

He watched her enter the villa and then mounted his horse. He cantered out of the courtyard and passed the peasants leading their carts to the trade district. What a beautiful day, he thought as he rode under the portcullis.

He saluted the guards in the watchtower and continued down the road. His horse trotted to the stable, where he dismounted. A stable boy ran up and took the reins from him. Evorix smiled and flipped him a gold coin. 

“Don’t spend it all in one place,” he said with a grin.

He strode the short distance to the palace, saluted the guards, and walked into the throne room. Tiberius sat on the throne listening to Evorix’s father, Rotix, and his brother, Palix. They were talking about something, but he couldn’t hear from where he was standing. He was the junior officer and unable to attend the meeting with senior prefects, even though they were family. Court rules were court rules, after all. Tiberius waved him toward the steps. Evorix bowed and held his blue stole from falling onto the ground.

“Imperator,” he said, approaching the throne.

“Evorix, prepare the throne room for the poor to collect their stipends,” Tiberius muttered, rubbing his temples with a sigh.

Evorix bowed again and made eye contact with his father and brother. They only made eye contact for a moment and then went back to talking to the emperor. As they spoke, the poor were led in by the Imperial Guard. Evorix’s father and brother stood behind Tiberius, their eyes searching the crowd for any perceived threat as the room started to fill.

A herald stood atop the stairs and shouted, “Our exalted emperor Tiberius Victorus will now give out your monthly stipends.”

The guards shoved the peasants into line as they fought each other to be first. Evorix glanced at his father and brother, who stood side by side behind the emperor, whispering to each other. Their eyes darted around the room, surveying for any threats.

It all happened so fast that had Evorix blinked, he would have missed it. Then it was over. A loud distraction at the side door beside the throne for the emperor to enter and exit drew everyone’s attention from the emperor. Several men broke through the mass of people, hacking and slashing at the guards lined up with their backs to the door.

Evorix drew his sword and shouted, “Protect the emperor!”

A woman standing next to Evorix screamed as a man knocked him to the ground. Evorix looked up and saw blood running down the steps. Several of the Imperial Guardsmen were sprawled out on the steps with their throats slashed, their blue stoles soaked in blood, their swords still in their scabbards. A quizzical look crossed Evorix’s face as he watched his father and brother pull their knives from Tiberius’ back and hurtle him down the steps. Evorix didn’t have time to think. The man who knocked him down swung his sword at him. 

Evorix knocked the blade to the side, cut the man’s shins with his own blade, and then kicked him away. He regained his feet, shoved his sword through the man attacking him, and then sprinted for the throne. His brother and father pulled their swords and crossed them in front of their faces as he took the marble steps two at a time, his red cloak swaying at his ankles.

“Move aside, son. This was bound to happen,” his father said.

Evorix didn’t say anything. He just extended his arm and expelled a thin blade with no handle. It hit his brother Palix in the throat, who fell to his knees, eyes wide. As his body rolled down the steps toward the emperor, Evorix engaged his father.

“I’ll kill you,” Evorix roared. “You killed the emperor!”

His father took a step back and freed his second blade. “It had to be done, son. No one man should have all the power.”

The two battled for several moments, attempting to find weaknesses. As Evorix forced Rotix back, Rotix slipped on some blood. Evorix seized the moment and ran him through. His father’s warm blood flooded over his bare hands, staining them.

Rotix glanced up with a smile, blood dripping from his lips. “For the Rebe—”

Evorix thrust his wrist dagger under Rotix’s chin, cutting his sentence short. He kicked his father off the blade and down the steps to land beside his traitorous brother. He exhaled loudly and then rushed to the emperor and knelt by his side. Gripping Tiberius’ trembling hand, Evorix moved his head into his lap.

“I failed you, Imperator,” Evorix whispered.

Tiberius’ lips twitched, and his eyes went wide as a low sigh escaped his lips. Asinius rushed in with his guardsmen, holding Evorix’s wife and best friend, Gius Flavius. Asinius stared at the body of the emperor and shouted, “Arrest the assassin!”

Evorix stood up and said, “I killed the men responsible,” he said, pointing to the bodies of Rotix and Palix. “Look!”

Asinius gave him a cold stare and pushed his wife to the ground. “You’re the assassin.” He gestures to the guardsmen. “Now, arrest this traitor.”

Octavius stormed into the room, spittle dripping from his lips. He saw his father at the foot of the steps and ran to him. Sobs wracked his body as he cradled his father’s head.

Evorix heard him muttering, “No, no, it can’t be. Someone help him!”

Asinius walked over to Octavius and put his hand on his shoulder. He whispered into his ear and then stood beside him.

A guardsman slammed Evorix over a mahogany table from behind and tied his hands behind his back. He stood him up as Octavius walked over, tears falling from his eyes. He slapped Evorix across the face, stood nose to nose with him, and stuck his finger in Evorix’s face, then hissed, “You’ll pay for this.” He stormed past Asinius and walked out of the throne room with his guards in tow.

A guardsman shoved Evorix toward the door. “Move!”

Evorix reached out to his wife. “Alecta, Alecta, what is happening?”

She cast her eyes to the floor. “It had to be done.”

Evorix recoiled from the verbal blow and glared at Gius as he walked by. “Sorry about this. Never expected you to survive,” Gius said with a shrug of his shoulders. “Dumb luck, I guess.”

Evorix paled and then slammed his forehead against Gius’ nose and sent him crashing to the floor. The guards stuck their swords to Evorix’s throat to cut it.

Asinius held his hand up. “No. We will torture him for information to see who else in the city was involved. Bring him to the cells.”

The guards marched Evorix to a holding cell deep within the bowels of the castle. They unbound his wrists and shoved him in, then slammed the door shut. “Rot in hell, traitor,” one of the men said, spitting on him.

Evorix allowed the spit to drip from his chin. I can’t believe this is happening. His eyes searched the cold, bare room. There were no windows, only a bucket to shit in. The hay had been recently removed, and he had a suspicion they wouldn’t be bringing it back. He sat down on the ice-cold ground, his back against the slimy wall. He stared at his hands, the blood drying on his fingertips. The smell made him vomit. He spat into his palms, trying to rub it off with his blue stole, but to no avail. He stared at his coveted stole in disgust and threw it to the other side of the room. His whole life had changed in the blink of an eye.

I killed my father and brother. Forgive me, Gods.

He studied the room and then saw the guard sitting on a stool with his back to the bars, his feet up, head back. “Traitor, I need some rest before we torture you. I was out all night with my girl.”

Evorix didn’t respond. He picked up a pebble near his foot and threw it against the opposite wall. It made a clinking sound and then rolled away. The guard raised his chin and slapped his spear butt against the iron bars. 

“Quiet,” he mumbled before dozing back off.

Evorix stood up and paced the cell. He soon found what he was searching for. A sharp piece of stone stuck out from the wall by his foot. He coughed loudly to conceal any noise and broke it off with a quick stomp.

He heard a voice down the hall yell, “Brutus, prepare the prefect. We will come and get him in an hour.”

Evorix knew precisely what that meant. Getting information was what that particular guard did best. He was one of the best torturers with hot iron pliers in the castle. People would say anything to make him stop. Evorix picked up the rock and felt along the edges. Jagged and formidable, it was a simple, brutish, killing machine. He looked around the room and knew what to do. He slammed his palms against the wall and gasped for breath. 

As he clutched his chest, he fell to one knee. “Please, help,” he croaked, pulling on his neckline.

The guard glanced over his shoulder with a sigh, stood up, and flung the door open. “What’s the matter? You having a heart attack?” he asked.

As the guard lowered his head to check on him, Evorix slammed his makeshift knife under his chin. The blow didn’t kill him instantly. The guard lingered for a few moments, clutching at Evorix’s tunic, blood gushing from the wound. Without much effort, Evorix pushed the rock up further and finished him. Quickly, he lowered the man to the floor, then stripped him. The pants were too tight, and the shirt made him look like he had one too many dinners. But the shoes . . . the shoes fit well.

He pulled the guard’s hauberk on and adjusted his helmet. The spear lay by the cell door, and he quickly picked it up. He broke the shaft over his knee as another guard walked down the steps. Evorix sat where the guard had been sitting and lowered his head onto his chest. The other guard walked up and nudged Evorix with his boot.

“Brutus, I
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