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    CHAPTER 1

    

    Summoning to the ravens’ feast, screams hailed the rippling lightning, booming thunder shaking the air under the glow of a blood-red moon.

    Then, shadows began raining downward, falling upon the land within a growing maw of darkness.

    Sweat beading across her brow and heart beating fast, Rayden opened her eyes. Within the gloom, the scene of a pair of figures strolling among flowering trees met her gaze. The details of the fresco difficult to make out within the dim ambience, the sight of the wall and images painted upon it testified to an end of the prolonged nightmare.

    Faint rolls of thunder sounded in the distance, marking the end of the fading storm that had battered the Imperial City throughout the long night.

    Rolling onto her back and taking a few deep, cleansing breaths of air into her lungs, Rayden thought about the previous day.

    Memories of her first experiences within the Imperial City flowed through her mind, the recollections vivid and striking.

    

    ***

    

    An ox-pulled cart trundled along the stone-surfaced roadway, the wheels rolling within grooves carved through the passage of high volumes of traffic, across an abundance of years.

    An older man walked just ahead of the cart, a narrow wood staff in his right hand. A younger man, with facial features echoing those of the older, tended to the cart and oxen.

    Off in the distance, the rumble of thunder sounded, signaling the storm now encroaching upon the outskirts of the city. Before much longer, the black clouds would be draped over the city. An assault of wind, rain, and lightning loomed nigh.

    At the moment, sunlight still beamed down through silken blue skies. Breezes had begun to pick up, the tendrils of air carrying hints of the rain that would soon be falling.

    Just ahead, a gateway into the Imperial City loomed. Two grand arches stood open beneath a high architrave covered with inscriptions. Atop the architrave, a robed figure of gold stood.

    Staring unblinking, facing the north, the man depicted had a proud, defiant bearing. A wreath of laurel curling about his head, the gleaming figure maintained an unwavering, silent vigil.

    Posed with arms raised high, the left hand grasping a spear and the right open, the man had the air of a warrior and conqueror.

    After the ox cart had rolled past them, Polybius remarked, “The Imperator himself greets us to his great city.”

    “I wish that he would be here to greet us himself,” Crassor replied in a low, gruff voice. “Then we could bring all of this to an end much sooner.”

    “Best keep such thoughts quiet,” Polybius countered. “We will soon be among a host of ears and whispering tongues.”

    “I am Alettani,” Doros declared with a smirk, referencing the northern tribe that had allied with the Teverens.

    Crassor glowered at Polybius and Doros. “I know. We all have our guises. I just needed to get that off my tongue in the last few moments we have to speak our minds.”

    “When we are alone, we can speak our minds a little more openly,” Polybius said, glancing toward Crassor with a hint of concern on his face. “For now, it is time to perform our roles.”

    “You need not worry,” Crassor grumbled in reply to him.

    Drawing closer to the gates, a realization came over Rayden. She had seen the man represented by the golden sculpture before, in the midst of a dream where she had witnessed an army marching through crowded streets during a triumphal procession.

    Keeping the recognition to herself, Rayden turned her attention to the city’s great walls.

    Rayden eyed the robust square towers flanking the double-arch gateway. With small, arched windows set high and a crenellated top, the protruding towers protected the prominent entrance well enough.

    Any force reaching the thick, iron-banded gates would be exposed to projectiles and missiles from both sides and above.

    A few helmed Teveren guards stood watch about the entrance. Most had the disinterested air of soldiers assigned to a dull and unwanted task; save for a young-looking one who had a more focused expression while engaging those entering or leaving.

    Thunder rolled again off to the south, heralding the incoming storm.

    “It looks like we reached the city just in time,” Polybius announced to the guard in an amiable manner. “That storm looks like it will be a rough one.”

    “What is your business in the Imperial City?” the guard asked Polybius, ignoring his comments.

    “I have undertaken great risk to come here, to make arrangements for my trade concerns affected by all the upheaval in the north,” Polybius replied to the guard.

    “Peronnius and Marus will have the barbarians crushed to bits soon enough,” the soldier responded, eyeing Rayden, Doros, and Crassor. “Who comes with you? They look much like the barbarians we are facing.”

    “The big one is my personal slave,” Polybius replied. “The other two are friends of mine, from the Alettani, loyal allies of the Teveren Empire. They agreed to escort me here and help me to avoid any scouting or foraging parties of the enemy. I can assure you that both took great risk to help a Teveren wine merchant.”

    The guard stared at Rayden and Doros for several long moments. Finally, he turned his eyes back to Polybius.

    “Proceed and may your business in the Imperial City go well.”

    “Thank you,” Polybius replied, nodding to the guard.

    Starting forward, Polybius crossed through the gates with the others following behind.

    Beyond the gateway, Rayden slowed her pace, taking in her first unobstructed sights from close proximity of the Imperial City; a city like none that she had ever set her eyes upon, in all her life.

    “It is a sight to behold,” Polybius commented, looking toward Rayden. “I still remember the first time that I set foot into this city.”

    “It is like gods built all of this!” Doros exclaimed in a tone of awe, looking all around her.

    “No, it is what men and women can do if they have the will for it,” Rayden commented, her eyes shining with amazement. “Minds set to greater purpose are capable of wonders.”

    Another wave of thunder broke out, this time sounding louder and nearer.

    “Best we get moving to where we can secure a suitable place to reside,” Polybius stated, walking forward.

    “I have no desire to be out here when that storm breaks,” Rayden agreed, walking along Polybius’ side, with Crassor and Doros following close behind.

    Rayden gazed down a broad, stone-paved street flanked with a grand colonnade on each side. Placed along the center at even intervals, plinths and columns, fashioned of marble or stone, supported a variety of detailed statuary.

    Depicting majestic and heroic-looking figures, the statues had been created in a variety of different materials, whether bronze, stone, marble, or, in the case of a couple of them, gold.

    About midway down the broad thoroughfare, a mythical beast spouted a continuous stream of water from its open maw. The water tumbled down in a sparkling cascade, plunging into a broad pool encompassing the statue’s base.

    Intermingled with the majority Teverens, people from a wide range of lands strolled along the stone-inlaid street. By their distinctive dress, adornments, and ethnicity, Rayden recognized several individuals who had come from the Mystic Kingdom. Others within the polyglot crowds hailed from lands under Kartajen control, Griaca, places farther to the north, eastern lands, and even a few unfamiliar to her.

    Many languages reached her ears. The scents of exotic perfumes, burning wood, and flowers mixed with the noxious aromas of body odor, animal dung, urine, and other less pleasant sources.

    Looking up, Rayden could make out several prominent hills in the distance, the rises crowned with grand temples or majestic-looking edifices that she judged to be palaces.

    “Is the whole city like this?” Rayden asked Polybius.

    “No, it is just that we entered near an area of higher status,” Polybius replied. “We have more than enough in coins to provide for our comforts while we are in the city.”

    Beyond the end of the street, they walked along the edge of a sprawling park. Flowering trees provided shade throughout lush expanses of grass, interspersed with fountains and small ponds brimming with glittering, crystal clear waters.

    Leisure and opulence intertwined in a flowing, harmonious atmosphere, enjoyed by a wide array of Teveren citizens.

    Once they had walked past the park, Polybius guided them onto a narrow street with a hard-packed dirt surface. Tall structures loomed on both sides, casting the street in a cool shade that Rayden welcomed after traveling in direct sunlight since morning.

    Tilting her head upward, Rayden counted four levels on the structures flanking the street.

    A tall, burly man with a shaved head and broad face covered in thick gray stubble stood attentive at the entrance to a doorway. He wore a knee-length tunic tied about the waist with a leather belt, with sandals on his feet.

    Though past his physical prime, the man’s brawny limbs and wide shoulders gave an unmistakable hint that he possessed more than enough strength to be regarded in a serious manner.

    After telling the others to wait for him, Polybius walked straight up to the doorman and spoke with him for a few moments. The doorman then turned and took him inside.

    “I wonder what he is up to,” Doros said, eyeing the people walking past them in the street.

    “A matter of our accommodations, I think,” Crassor replied.

    “A guarded door?” Doros asked.

    “Means that these are not dwelling places for those of low means,” Crassor answered her.

    While listening to her companions, Rayden continued to watch the crowds.

    Slaves bearing a curtained litter, a man carrying an armload of wood planks, an older man cradling a wax tablet, and a young woman in a long, plain tunic, carrying a small jar, were but a few of the distinctive sights within the steady flow of humankind.

    Resembling a bright flock of birds, a cluster of women shuffled by wearing finer, colorful attire, shawls covering their heads and worn atop a tunic-like garment descending to the ankles. Rayden caught a staunch whiff of flowery perfumes and oils from the nearest of them.

    With all of their faces painted thoroughly in various hues of makeup, and shining pieces of jewelry adorning their necks, arms, and ears, there could be little mistaking the higher-level status of the women.

    A quartet of stout-looking slaves trudged by a few moments later, manning poles that supported a chair where a well-dressed man of about forty years sat with a haughty expression etched upon his face. Casting a few glances about, he caught Rayden’s eyes for a moment.

    While his countenance remained unchanged, his eyes began churning with a desirous luster, but the slaves carried him onward before he made any unwanted overtures.

    When Polybius finally emerged from the doorway, he called Rayden and the others over to him.

    “The gods have us in their favor today,” he announced when they neared. “An assistant to a member of the Imperial Council was caught knee-deep in graft. The scoundrel and those with him were expelled from their apartments, leaving an opening for us to take, including furnishings! Come, let us go inside and I will show you our quarters.”

    Keeping a stern expression, the doorman stepped aside to allow the group entrance.

    The doorway led into a narrow hall that culminated at the base of a flight of wooden steps. Set in the corner where they turned to go up the staircase, a large vessel stood.

    Rayden wrinkled her nose at the pungent stench of urine coming from inside it.

    After climbing two flights of steps, Polybius took the others down a short walkway, proceeding to a wooden door where came to a stop. Fitting a key into a lock, he opened the door.

    “Second floor apartments would be a little more lavish, however, this will serve our purposes well-enough, and still leave us plenty to use in the city,” Polybius announced to the others, grinning wide.

    “Far better than staying at any inn or tavern,” Rayden replied, a smile rising on her own face.

    A copper oil lamp burning inside, presumably lit when the doorman showed Polybius the available space, illuminated a square area with a curtain draped across the back and openings leading into rooms on either side. A black and white mosaic floor, consisting of alternating diamond-shaped tiles, lay beneath their feet.

    In the room to the right, a table, chair, a couple of wooden stools, and a small rectangular chest had been arranged in an order suitable for conducting business. On the table, a few sheets of blank parchment, a vessel of ink, and a feather quill rested.

    “I have not written in quite some time,” Polybius remarked, eyeing the writing implements. “I may have to put all of this to use.”

    “Something I have long wanted to learn,” Rayden commented, a little melancholic. “To put the words I speak into symbols that others can understand ... it is like a kind of magic.”

    “When all of this is over, I would be glad to show you how to do it,” Polybius told her, smiling.

    “To be able to store the words that we speak,” Rayden stated, eyeing the blank parchments. “It is an incredible knowledge.”

    “Yes, it truly is,” Polybius replied.

    “My belly has more interest in the other room,” Crassor remarked, striding away.

    The room to the left had been set up as a kitchen and eating area. A round wooden table with several stools situated around its circumference occupied a large portion of the floor.

    Wooden planks on the wall to the right within the kitchen space had been fitted with extending nails, from which pitchers, pans, canvas bags for holding food, ladles, and other cooking implements had been hung. Aligned with a small, shuttered window set higher up the same wall, a square brazier made of solid bronze squatted on the floor.

    “One visit to the market and we have everything we need here to make our own feast,” Polybius commented, looking over the assorted items.

    Past the large curtain serving as the back of the entry area, a short hallway contained doorways to three rooms; one set at the far end, and one to each side.

    All three rooms had beds of low wooden frames set with feather-stuffed mattresses. Topped with coverings of softer linen and provided with feather-stuffed cushions, the beds offered invitations to comfort and a restful sleep.

    “Should we decide through dice, the picking of straws, or will two of us share a room?” Polybius asked the others, when they had finished viewing the last room.

    Rayden pressed the fingers of her right hand into the smooth, pliant surface of a bed cushion. She could barely imagine how pleasant it would feel to lay her head against it for an entire night.

    “You can take the rooms,” Rayden stated to the other three. “It is good enough for me to have shelter and a place to call our own for a little while.”

    “No, you have given far enough of yourself Rayden,” Crassor replied in a firm voice. “I will not argue this. You, Polybius, and Doros take the beds, but I want my own mattress.”

    “It is unacceptable to me for you not to have a room to call your own,” Doros added, eyeing Rayden from where she had been crouching and taking a closer assessment of a bed.

    “I insist that you take a room as well,” Polybius added. “The rest of us are in unanimous agreement.”

    Rayden grinned. “Enough of this uprising. I will accept a room.”

    “A mattress on the ground in the front area will be like the bed of a king for me,” Crassor stated. “A straw-stuffed pallet will be fine and will cost little.”

    “A much more comfortable one will not cost too much for concern,” Polybius told Crassor. “I will speak with the doorman on the matter and have it taken care of.”

    Rayden chose the room at the end of the hall.

    In addition to the bed, the room contained a small stool, a large bowl for collecting bodily waste, a timber chest, and a small window to the outside. The walls had been decorated in beautiful scenery, the frescoes making use of a vivid array of colors that could not truly be appreciated in the dimmer ambience.

    Opening the shutters on the window, Rayden peered outward. A spectacular view of the city lay before her eyes. Rolling overhead and pushing onward, the dark skies that she and her companions had espied in the distance now covered the city.

    The sharp line of demarcation between the bright, sunlit region farther away and the advancing shadow-filled territory under menacing storm clouds created a surreal atmosphere to behold. The stark contrast captivated Rayden and held her attention for several lingering moments.

    Watching the forefront of the dark cloud mass creeping across the city, she could see the color leaching from everything beneath as it fell into shadow. Growing louder and carrying an edge of defiance, thunder rumbled across the skies within the dark formations.

    Off in the distance, Rayden could see the walls and towers warding the northern boundary of the city. Over to the right, the greatest of the hills within the walls had been crowned with the Imperator’s sprawling palace complex.

    A broad, multi-level facade exhibiting arcades and galleries hinted of opulence on a scale that Rayden found difficult to comprehend. Around and beneath the prominent structure, an array of other buildings and walled enclosures stood, several of them impressive edifices in their own rights.

    Not far from the throng of palace buildings rose a majestic temple, the lofty building’s front portico supported on towering columns of white marble.

    Somewhere within the palace dwelled the man they had come to overthrow; a man whose likeness had been rendered in the golden statue presiding over the gate they had arrived through.

    Pulling away from the striking outer view at last, Rayden rejoined her companions at the front of their quarters. After a little deliberation, they agreed to put their thoughts to eating and resting up.

    With the storm looming even closer, none of them voiced any pressing inclination to explore the city. The growls of thunder served to dissuade any temptations.

    Polybius and Crassor left the apartments to address the need for another mattress and scrounge up a few things for everyone to eat. Staying back in the apartments, Rayden and Doros rested for a little longer, content to try the beds in their rooms.

    Polybius and Crassor returned with pouches full of bread, olives, figs, and goat-milk cheese. Crassor carried a roasted chicken wrapped in cloth. The tantalizing scent of the cooked meat caused Rayden’s mouth to water.

    All of the victuals had been procured from an inn located close by. A small amphora of wine that Polybius also purchased at the inn served to slake their thirst, though Rayden found it to be much more watered down than she liked.

    Rain began falling by the time a mattress had been secured for Crassor. Similar in type to the ones found in the bedframes within the other rooms, the porters set the mattress down on the floor a few paces inside the entrance at Polybius’ instructions.

    Not long after the porters had left, the storm that had been building throughout the day broke out in full force across the city.

    Beneath the churning underbelly of the black cloud mass covering the skies, wind and rain lashed the city without respite. Splitting into brilliant rivulets spanning from sky to ground, jagged bolts of lightning lanced downward all over the area.

    Deafening booms of thunder shook the air like the war cries of a furious god. Massive waves of lightning rippled through the clouds, illuminating the vast city below.

    Howling in fury, surging gusts of wind battered the plaster-coated brick wall of the tenement, eliciting creaks and groans throughout the timber elements of its inner skeleton. Filling Rayden’s ears between the periodic eruptions of thunder, the robust air currents whipped the pelting rain in towering sheets against the tenement.

    Chancing a few glimpses from time to time through the window of her room, Rayden could not recall witnessing a more violent storm. Paying for each view of the storm with a harsh face-full of the frigid rain, she could not refrain from looking upon it.

    Rayden and the others had come to the city to seek answers and gain all possible insights that would be of use to the approaching northern horde.

    With the storm yet raging outside, Rayden undid the high laces of her sandals and set them to the side. Preparing to get some rest, she took off her knee-length primary tunic, leaving the creme-colored woolen undertunic beneath on.

    Slipping under the coverings on the bed, a sigh escaped her lips as she lay her head upon the soft cushion. Sinking into its embrace, Rayden stretched her legs out, settling on the mattress.

    Fatigue had accumulated to the point that her eyelids grew heavy before she had a chance to examine the frescoes surrounding her on the walls. Amid the cacophony of blasting thunder, flaring lightning, roaring wind, and thrashing rain, Rayden’s eyes fluttered shut and remained closed, deep into the night.

    Only then did dreams of a blood moon and falling shadows come to her.

    

    ***

    

    Dense masses of fog ebbed and dispersed in the morning light, revealing the city they had cloaked and pronouncing the arrival of a new day.

    Dawn brought along clear blue skies and a brilliant sunrise, making it difficult to think that a massive storm had pounded the city without any letup just the night before. Gazing toward the palatial structures on the hilltop to the north and east, Rayden harbored a nagging eagerness to begin exploring the massive city.

    A light repast of bread, cheese, and some olives, accompanied with a cup of wine, sufficed to placate her appetite. Dressed and with her sandals laced up snug, Rayden stood in the entrance area and waited for the others to join her.

    Growing impatient, Rayden rounded up the others, not wanting to waste any more time in setting out from the tenement. Doros, Crassor, and Polybius gave her no resistance. All of her companions displayed great enthusiasm toward the day’s imminent foray.

    Having gained a solid rest despite the raging storm and later nightmares that had caused her to awaken earlier than she needed to, Rayden had a bounce to her step when they set foot into the streets.

    Assuming the guise of a Teveren citizen of means, Polybius took the lead of the quartet. Crassor, posing as his personal slave, strode just behind him.

    Rayden and Doros walked together, keeping close to the other two so that they would not be separated within the dense pedestrian traffic.

    They had not gone far when Polybius took advantage of a ground-level shop to get a hair trim and shave. Using only a blade and water, the barber removed the stubble-formed shadow that had manifested on his face. A short trim and combing forward of Polybius’ hair completed a look common among Teveren males.

    “I look a little more suitable for presenting myself to those of means,” he remarked, when he had emerged from the shop.

    The extensive rainfall and a constant stream of footsteps had muddied the unpaved, narrower streets that they trod upon. Holding a few slicker spots, the softened ground proved more treacherous in some places, especially within stretches of inclines or declines along the meandering streets.

    Divots, pockets, and wheel tracks in the ground had collected water from the storm, including a few puddles large enough to engulf a foot. Rayden heard more than one loud curse erupt as people unwittingly stepped into the puddles and splashed those near them within the congested environs.

    Rayden and Doros kept their footing well-enough on the dampened surfacing. Polybius slipped once on the slick muck, though Crassor’s quick reflexes kept him from falling to the ground and splattering his clothing in the mud.

    Eyeing the open-faced establishments on the ground level, Rayden heard the telltale metallic strikes of a hammer coming from inside a coppersmith’s workshop. In front of another shop stood tables covered in baskets and canvas sacks filled with various kinds of nuts and dried fruit.

    Shop after shop contained the wares of skillful artisans, foodstuffs, fabrics, and all other manner of goods. Before long, Rayden began to doubt that a person could fail to find anything they wanted among the extensive array of offering from the various artisans and merchants.

    Entering an area of even taller buildings, Rayden counted as many as six or seven levels on some of the towering edifices they passed. The sight of a massive pile of wood and rubble, where one of the high buildings had collapsed in a heap, lowered her confidence in the vitality of the lofty structures.

    The winding streets often proved far too narrow for the great volume of traffic now moving through them. Shopkeepers placing stands or stalls in front of their establishments created choke points in many places, drawing forward movement to a standstill.

    The inconvenience sparked higher levels of irritation among those striving to get through. Those on litters or accompanied by multiple slaves forced their way through, showing no regard for those in the way.

    Needing no urging from their masters or mistresses, the slaves unceremoniously shoved the people in their path aside in the manner of a routine act. A few of the jostled pedestrians took offense and protested, but it did nothing to deter the slaves from advancing through the street.

    Bearing up a front pole segment, supporting a cushioned chair with a heavy-set, well-dressed man seated upon it, a brawny, thick-bearded slave approached from behind. Looking Griacan in origin, the large man made the mistake of giving Rayden a hard shove with his shoulder.

    “Out of the way now, woman!” the slave exclaimed in a barking tone.

    Had he not spoken in such a manner, Rayden might have let the incident pass.

    His boorish attitude compelled a response.

    With a short, quick sweep of her left leg, Rayden tripped the slave up, sending the chair and its rotund occupant toppling to the ground in a disheveled heap.

    Without changing expression, Rayden continued onward.

    Looking back to the commotion and then over to Rayden, Polybius asked her, “What happened?”

    Rayden shrugged. “One of the bearers lost his balance, I think.”

    “Lost his wits, you mean,” Doros commented with a smirk. “I heard.”

    Rayden grinned and shrugged again. Behind them, the portly man from the chair, his fine clothes now smeared all over in mud, had begun hurling a stream of curses at his bearers.

    “Let us try not attracting too much attention,” Crassor remarked, looking unamused at the fracas.

    Rayden glanced at the frowning man and laughed. “I think that is one of the first times I have heard you counsel caution.”

    After a moment, a grin broke across Crassor’s somber face and he shook his head. “Maybe I have spent too much time around you.”

    “I am afraid we will have to remain together for a little while longer,” Rayden responded in a lighthearted manner.

    “Not a bad tiding,” Crassor replied, his expression and tone filled with sincerity.

    “Since it is so, we should drink tonight,” Rayden suggested. “We can find out what this city really has to offer.”

    “After we take care of some business,” Polybius said.

    “Yes, afterward, of course,” Rayden replied, fixing her gaze on him. “You forget, Polybius, even when I drink, I do not lower my guard.”

    

    ***

    

    Rayden and her companions passed the better part of the day walking about the city.

    Before midday they partook of some wine and a light meal consisting of fish, olives, figs, and some cheese.

    In the early part of the afternoon, Polybius took them into a long, open space surfaced with tiled stone and lined with colonnades. Containing several exquisite pieces of statuary atop splendid columns and a couple of magnificent fountains, the place held a large crowd of people.

    Predominantly men, they milled about in pairs or small groups, engaged in a variety of conversations.

    Bordering the huge space and elevated high above the multitude were the facades of several temples and other grand buildings.

    Two particularly impressive edifices beckoned from the far end of the vast space. Both multi-level structures harboring a series of arcades supported on columns of white marble, each had a wide flight of steps leading up to their entrances.

    Staring at the gleaming white buildings, Rayden asked Polybius, “What takes place there?”

    “Places of judgment for disputes and crimes in the city,” Polybius answered. “Many come just to watch the deliberations.”

    A large number of those strolling about the area looked toward Rayden and Doros with heightened curiosity. Polybius exchanged pleasantries with many of those they passed by, leading to a few halts for extended conversations.

    Each time the men that Polybius spoke with expressed interest in his pursuits and the nature of his companions. Polybius’ tale of being a wine merchant from the north, traveling through dangerous territory with friends who belonged to the tribes allied to the Teveren Empire, appeared to spark keen interest in the others.

    After the fourth lengthy interaction, Rayden began to get restless. There seemed to be no purpose to the exchanges other than mere casual conversation.

    By the time they left the area, Polybius looked to be in a buoyant mood. Finding his uplifted demeanor perplexing, Rayden drew close to him.

    “What is being done here?” Rayden asked him in a low voice, wondering why they had spent so much time talking when they could have been getting a look at other parts of the city.

    “By tomorrow, I will have gained us an invitation to dinner in the home of someone with influence and power here,” Polybius declared. “It will give you a chance to get closer to the power that underlies this city. Perhaps you can make use of what you learn.”

    Understanding Polybius’ purpose at once, a smile crossed Rayden’s face. “I would find that very useful.”

    “I assure you, it will be,” Polybius replied.

    

  
    CHAPTER 2

    

    After another night of solid rest, Rayden and the others headed into the city after the early morning fog lifted. Patches of clouds drifting in a slow procession overhead, a few of them light gray, no threats of rain loomed imminent.

    Walking along the same streets as the day prior, Rayden found herself recognizing a few places. A skilled potter of earthenware vessels marked the end of one street, while a wood carver displaying a wide array of figurines served as the centerpiece of the next.

    A seller of perfumes that were contained in beautiful little vials in the shapes of humans and various creatures heralded a crossing where they had found the tavern to take a light, midday meal.

    Among the merchants and artisans that they passed, Rayden slowed to a halt when she espied the workshop of a ropemaker. She admonished herself for not seeing it the day before.

    “Give me just a few moments here!” Rayden called ahead to Polybius and Crassor, her voice loud enough to carry over the bustling traffic.

    Both men turned back to follow Rayden and Doros.

    Rayden and her companions shouldered their way through the crowd, making their way to the forefront of the ropemaker’s shop. A short, stocky man in a light brown tunic greeted them as Rayden set her eyes on the hempen lengths coiled upon the tables.

    “As strong as you will find in all the Imperial City,” he proclaimed with a proud air. “I use the strongest hemp in the land for my ropes, whether you are constructing a building, going to sea, or working any other task where you need strong, dependable rope.”

    “I am in need of a dependable rope, and a good length of it too,” Rayden stated. “For the hauling of significant weight up or down a fair height.”

    “For construction then,” the man replied, nodding with a knowing expression.

    Without delay, he walked over toward a table with several larger coils on it. Abruptly, he kicked at something behind the table.

    “Get out of here, you bastards!” he yelled at the unseen offenders. Looking back up to Rayden, he composed himself swiftly.

    An edge of irritation clung to his voice as he stated, “The damnable rats. The city is infested with the vermin these days.”

    “Where they go, disease often follows,” Rayden told him.

    “A fear many have,” the ropemaker replied. “But you kill one and ten more take its place. I have never seen this many before.”

    “Maybe Teverens should bring more cats into the city,” Rayden said. “I have seen a few scampering about the temples in the city.”

    “They have free reign of the temples, and they do not stink like the weasels so many keep, but I fear they are vastly outnumbered too,” the ropemaker replied. He then shook his head, “But you did not come to me to speak of cats, rats, and the reek of weasels. Let me help you find a suitable rope.”

    The ropemaker showed Rayden a few coils until she settled upon one propitious for climbing that had the kind of length she sought.

    She then turned aside to Polybius.

    “I know little of Teveren prices for rope,” Rayden told him. “You know what is more reasonable.”

    Nodding, Polybius turned to the ropemaker and conducted the transaction. After a little haggling, the two men agreed on a price. Lifting his coin pouch, Polybius counted out the agreed upon price and placed the payment in the ropemaker’s hands.

    Bidding the ropemaker well, Rayden took up the new coil of rope and continued onward. A little farther down, she had Polybius buy a hide pack large enough to hold the rope in.

    “What is the for?” Doros asked her when they proceeded onward.

    “A means out of the city, on my terms, when the need arises,” Rayden answered her, shouldering the hide pack.

    Drawing nearer to the great hill where the Imperial palace buildings were located, Rayden took immediate interest in what looked to be a fortress adjacent to the rise, just to the south of it. From a higher vantage on the hilly streets they walked along, she gained a solid view of the apparent stronghold.

    A long stretch of the city walls formed the front of the fortress, with three walls beyond warding its outer boundaries. Small square towers at even intervals ran along the three outer walls, and one prominent gate on the eastern wall allowed entry from outside of the city.

    A broad gateway gave access from the shared city wall to the stronghold’s interior. The tops of many elongated buildings, most of them grouped into concise quadrants, could be seen beyond the walls. An expanse of clear ground occupied the southeast portion of the fortress.

    “A large fortress, attached to the city?” Doros queried.

    “Teveren legions are not quartered in the city, but a legion dedicated to the Imperator resides there,” Polybius commented. “The Imperial Guard assists with many functions, serving to protect the Imperial Council, magistrates, and others of higher position, though you will not see them in armor, helms, or carrying weapons openly when they are conducting many of their duties.”

    “That fortress looks like it can hold more than one legion within it,” Rayden said, assessing the magnitude of the space.

    “I am sure that it does,” Polybius replied. “But it has not been used to quarter anything more than the Imperator’s legion, the Imperial Guard.”

    “It is set in a good position to help defend the Imperator’s palace buildings and the large temple on the hill,” Rayden observed.

    “Then we need to learn what we can about it,” Crassor stated.

    “It is why we are here, inside the city,” Rayden replied. “To learn as much as we can about everything.”

    “Should we continue onward and see more of the city now?” Polybius asked, looking toward Rayden.

    “I want to keep my eyes on this place for a little while longer,” Rayden said, eyeing the fortress.

    “It is an ideal time for me to seek an invitation for all of us, to attend a feast tonight in the home of someone influential,” Polybius told her.

    “Seek the invitation,” Rayden replied. “Doros and I can find our way back to our quarters. You need not worry about us.”

    “Then let us gather again, at the tenement, just after midday,” Polybius responded. “That should give me plenty of time to gain us an invitation.”

    “We will see you then,” Rayden responded.

    Polybius and Crassor took leave of Doros and Rayden.

    Rayden thought back to the crowded open space with the prominent temples and buildings situated around its perimeter that they had visited the previous day.Polybius was far more suited for that kind of atmosphere, and she had little doubt that he would succeed in his aims.

    After Polybius and Crassor had walked away, Rayden and Doros returned their attention to the fortress and the steady flow of activity taking place around it.

    Gleaning everything that she could, Rayden knew that what she learned would be of value when the time came for the tribes of the north to take the Imperial City.

    

    ***

    

    Polybius had a beaming smile on his face when he stepped through the front door of their quarters.

    “I am pleased to tell you that I have secured an invitation for us this evening, to the home of a most prominent Teveren,” Polybius announced.

    Rayden could sense that Polybius viewed the invitation as a tremendous opportunity. She knew that she would get her first chance to interact with the higher ranks of Teveren society.

    Yet she had no idea what to expect, or even how to behave, at such a function.

    “I trust in your judgement,” Rayden said, showing little change in expression.

    “What is wrong?” Polybius asked her.

    “Doros and I do not know the ways of Teverens,” she replied.

    “When we are inside the home of our host, only I am expected to know Teveren habits and customs,” Polybius stated. “I have explained your foreign nature. They will have great interest in you, but all you and Doros have to do is watch and follow the rest of us.”

    Polybius’ words reassured her.

    Rayden did not wish to make an unintentional infraction that would see them incurring trouble so soon after arriving in the city. She could not do anything to jeopardize the chance to scout the city and its defenses.

    At the same time, they needed to take some chances to get into a position where some of the deeper workings at the heights of Teveren society could be uncovered. Something of tremendous power, dark and ancient, lurked beneath the surface and Rayden had to learn everything about it that she could.

    Looking back at Polybius, she smiled, knowing the coming evening would be a strange mixture of discomfort and luxuriousness. “At least our bellies will be full.”

    “They will be more than full,” Polybius replied. “A Teveren feast given by a host of great status is like nothing I have ever experienced, but the tales of them are clear enough. Your wine cups will be kept full, and you will be served more food than you could ever hope to consume, often of kinds you can barely imagine.”

    To Rayden, it sounded like an extraordinary experience, but she would have to maintain wariness in the midst of such an indulgent atmosphere. In a carefree environment where copious amounts of wine flowed, much could be discovered and revealed.

    

    ***

    

    Late in the afternoon, a contingent of stout male slaves appeared at the entrance to the tenement. Bearing three litters among them, the men set them on the ground and waited for Polybius, Rayden, and Doros to approach.

    Crassor followed a pace behind the others, acting the part of Polybius’ slave. The scowl on his face spoke loud and unmistakable about his feelings on the matter.

    One of the slaves gestured for Rayden to use the middle of the three litters.

    Rayden eased into the litter compartment. Ample cushioning within and a reclined posture should have enabled great comfort, but the idea of being carried forth by people held in bondage made her uneasy and cheerless.

    Like Crassor, her face could not hide her dislike, but she cooperated with the process.

    Two of the slaves carrying her litter had the appearance of northerners and could easily have been men from the Gessa tribe. Likely warriors taken captive in skirmishes involving the southernmost tribes bordering the Teverens, they now endured a life of forced servitude.

    Both of the men eyed Rayden close, and she could sense their curiosity toward her. She wished that she could speak with them; to let the men know her true purpose and give them hope.

    Yet she could not whisper a single word, having to adhere to her own role as an Alettani friend in the company of Polybius.

    Pulling the curtains back on all sides, Rayden eschewed the veiling canopy and afforded herself a full view of the surroundings.

    The late afternoon sun casting long shadows, many of the narrow stretches running between tenements five stories and higher rebuffed the golden orb’s rays entirely. Dusk would be arriving soon, but a fair amount of pedestrian traffic still persisted along the meandering route.

    Brimming with curiosity, stares and glances directed at Rayden, Doros, and Polybius rose in abundance from the passersby. Most of the looks focused upon her and Doros, and Rayden did not doubt that many of the lingering gazes found the sight of the two foreign women traveling in a litter strange.

    The litter jostled and wobbled as the group proceeded through the streets, but for the most part Rayden traveled in comfort. Spared the inconveniences of the pedestrians, the small column of slaves and litters kept a steady pace, the forefront being headed by a pair of tall, muscular slaves.

    Having pulled their temporary stands and stalls back inside for the night, the ground-level shopkeepers and artisans no longer encroached upon the street, lessening the congestion. The servants escorting the litters had no need to muscle their way through the people.

    Most pedestrians stepped aside with mild prompting. Rayden only heard a few instances of raised voices on the part of the two slaves at the forefront.

    In the litter just ahead of Rayden, Polybius looked back. Catching her eye, he grinned wide.

    Rayden returned the smile and chuckled to herself. She could tell that Polybius derived great amusement from the arrangement, in taking the part of a Teveren noble of higher rank in the company of two important guests on the way to a grand feast.

    Taking a glance at Doros following in the litter behind, Rayden elicited a smile from her friend. Thinking about the moment at hand, Rayden laughed, finding the whole idea of riding in a litter an absurdity.

    While the slaves bearing the litters looked robust, Rayden and Doros were likely in better physical condition than the entire lot of them. She certainly had no need for assistance to make her way along the streets.

    Still, she found herself in a quandary.

    Everything centered upon the appearance of high status, and Rayden abhorred ostentatious displays. She would much rather have been walking alongside Crassor at the side of Polybius’ litter, but she knew that such an act would be deeply frowned upon by their hosts.

    Once more, Rayden battened her discomfort back down and reminded herself that a role had to be performed for a short time. Soon enough, she would be able to return to her natural state; a warrior and woman who shunned the things that ensnared the hearts and minds of so many others, commoner and noble alike.

    Navigating through a few more streets and proceeding up a modest incline, the group arrived at the forefront of a two-level edifice. No tenement, the outside of the building had the air of a small fortress.

    A couple of small windows on the second level were the only openings within the facade beyond a tall set of wooden double doors at the street level.

    Looking attentive and somber, a pair of strong-looking servants stood in front of the door. Both carried cudgels, and Rayden had no doubt that the two would not hesitate to use them on drunks, beggars, or other rovers of the streets at night.

    `Nearby, a few empty litters rested on the ground. A large group of plain-clad individuals, most likely other slaves, milled about the unoccupied litters. Whispering among each other, they eyed the newcomers with great interest.

    Rayden and Doros proceeded to disembark from their litters without any assistance, drawing surprised expressions from more than one slave. Polybius waited until a slave brought him a short stool to descend from his litter, while a couple of others stepped forward to lend their help to him.

    “Remember, you are Alettani, and not expected to know the customs here, so feel at ease,” Polybius exclaimed in a voice loud enough for the onlooking slaves to hear. “But this is the manner in which a Teveren exits a litter.”

    Finding great amusement in the lofty, pompous air that Polybius projected, Rayden stifled the grin threatening to burst upon her face. She could not deny that he played his role wonderfully, balancing haughtiness and formality without a trace of it being an act.

    Crassor had to remain behind on the street with many of the other slaves, but Rayden and Doros continued toward the ground level doors with Polybius.

    A slave walking ahead of them made use of a doorknocker, in the form of a bronze eagle head grasping a ring in its beak. The thud of the metal against the thick wood echoed in the street.

    A narrow-faced, middle-aged man with a sharp gaze and dutiful air greeted them at the doors to the residence.

    Nodding to Polybius, Rayden, and Doros, he greeted them in a polite, formal manner. “Polybius of Trasterro, we have been expecting you. Welcome to the house of Sulpinnio Onnidaccus! You and your guests from our esteemed Alettani allies may follow me.”

    The servant guided them across an elaborate mosaic floor. Colorful inlaid tiles had been arranged to create a scene of the hunt, depicting a cluster of spear-carrying men pursuing a large boar.

    After traversing a short hallway, Rayden found herself within a large, square atrium. Far above, daylight streamed through a square opening aligned over a pool strewn with flower petals on the ground level.

    A few stools had been set close to the pool. The servant guided Rayden and her companions over to them and indicated that they sit.

    At the emergence of the new arrivals, a number of house servants came forward. Holding pitchers and cloths, they set about washing the feet of Polybius, Rayden, and Doros.

    Taking her cue from Polybius, she remained upright on the stool and allowed a young female slave to undo the laces on her sandals.

    Rayden found the process awkward, but she had to perform her role and accepted the treatment without complaint. The young woman handled Rayden’s feet with a gentle touch, pouring perfumed water over them and using a soft linen cloth to wipe them dry.

    Once finished, the slave took her sandals away and the guests were guided onward. Beyond a large curtain on the other side of the atrium, they crossed through another mosaic-surfaced space that looked like a much more lavish version of the room with the writing implements back at their own quarters.

    A stack of blank parchments, several scrolls, and multiple ink vials rested upon the surface of a beautiful table crafted from a dark wood. Rayden imagined that business of great importance to many in the Teveren world was conducted at that table on a daily basis.

    A spear and a rectangular shield displayed on a wall drew Rayden’s eyes. Both had been cleaned and the metallic elements of both shined in the lamplight, but her eyes did not miss the array of nicks and indentations testifying that both of the items had been used in combat.

    The writing room opened into a lush garden. A couple of statues, one cast in bronze and the other carved of marble, had been placed within the foliage. Both depicted voluptuous women, whose loose folds of clothing looked to be on the verge of slipping down at any moment.

    The bronze figure had a hand extended toward the sky, as if inviting the sun’s rays to grace the thriving growth surrounding her.

    The marble figure exhibited a coy grin, as if hinting at an abundance of spectacles that she had observed from her vantage in the garden.

    The scents of many kinds of flowers blended into a wondrous cornucopia, greeting Rayden the moment that she stepped into the open air. The soft, elegant notes of a stringed instrument played lightly drifted along the light tendrils of air, caressing the leaves and flowers.

    The house servant took them to the right, where a spacious dining chamber looked out upon the garden. Within the large room, two long couches had been placed well apart and parallel to each other, with another spanning between them at one end.

    In the midst of the couches stood a few round tables, their legs short and tops set low to the ground. Placed within arm’s reach of the guests, the tables held an assortment of small platters filled with delectable food items.

    Blue cushions on the three long couches marked the spaces for those attending the feast.

    All eyes within the chamber turned toward the newcomers at their entrance. The house slave proceeded to announce them in a loud voice.

    “I present to you Polybius of Trasterro, a wine merchant, and his two companions, Rayden and Doros of the Alettani, tribal allies of the Teveren Empire.”

    A portly figure with a bulbous nose and broad face reclining at the center couch gestured to Polybius. “Welcome to my home! I am honored to have you, and those with you, dine with us tonight.”

    “The honor is mine, Sulpinnio,” Polybius replied with an air of formality, bowing his head toward their host. “Your invitation was most generous, and you have my gratitude.”

    The slave then guided Polybius, Rayden, and Doros to their places on one of the parallel couches.

    Rayden emulated the other guests, reclining with an elbow resting upon the cushion she had been provided with. Servants approached Rayden, Doros, and Polybius, washed their hands in rose-scented water, and then dried them with soft linen cloths.

    Outside, twilight had finally arrived, draping the garden in a violet hue. Gentle breezes drifted into the chamber, bringing a soothing, cool touch as they brushed across the faces, shoulders, and arms of the guests.

    Gazing around the chamber, Rayden eyed the detailed frescoes covering the walls. The images depicted in vivid colors included a grand temple, an azure lake, and rolling, forested hills beneath blue skies accented with patches of white clouds.

    Finding a bowl of olives on one of the low tables before her, Rayden picked one up and popped it into her mouth. Around her, conversations resumed among the other guests, though more than one cast furtive glances in her direction.

    Gauging from their looks, Rayden imagined that none of the Teverens had ever dined with a northerner before. Then again, she had never experienced a feast with a Teveren.

    “Polybius of Trasterro, from the land that gives the Imperial City the finest of wines, know that I have the bounty of Trasterro here in abundance tonight,” their rotund host proclaimed in a boastful air, drawing Rayden’s attention. “We shall indulge in these wines this very night! I am not concerned about getting more! We shall prevail against the barbarian invasion soon enough! Bring in some more wine!”

    Sulpinnio’s comments were met with lively exclamations from the other guests.

    Carrying silver drinking vessels filled to the rims with wine, a few more servants entered the chamber and approached the guests.

    Taking a sip from the cup given to her, Rayden found the taste of the burgundy wine within exquisite. Bursting with flavor that had a sweet, berry edge, the liquid passed smooth down her throat.

    Murmurs of approval came from others as they sampled their own cups.

    “Polybius, you are fortunate that you made it safely to the Imperial City,” Sulpinnio stated. “We shall crush the barbarians, but they have swarmed throughout the north.”

    “We had to abandon our estates with little warning,” Polybius stated. “A harrowing flight ensued, and it is by the will of the gods that I am here with you tonight.”

    His voice rising and coursing with anger, Sulpinnio exclaimed, “Such an unnecessary thing! To have such abundant vineyards left to the mercy of such curs!”

    The other conversations ebbed. Rayden could sense the rapt interest from the other guests in Polybius, Doros, and herself.

    “Yet I am here, thanks to those who embraced friendship with our divine Imperator,” Polybius responded, giving Sulpinnio a warm smile. He then gestured toward Rayden and Doros. “Two of whom are with us tonight.”

    “Alettani, and also the Sarrimena, I am told,” a woman situated across from Rayden stated. “Tribes of the north, but wiser in their choices.”

    Rayden found the woman’s elaborate hairstyle, featuring layers of tight curls ascending into a high, tapering point, a fascinating display to behold from a close vantage. Fathoming that it had taken a very long time to fix the woman’s hair in that fashion, she had pity for the slaves that undoubtedly had been given the painstaking task.

    “Yes, they are the ones who will be coming along with Marus, to join with Peronnius in crushing the barbarian scum,” Polybius replied to the woman.

    “Yet are you not barbarians, too? A different tribe perhaps, but still barbarians, yes?” the woman asked, shifting her gaze toward Rayden and Doros.

    Gathering her thoughts, Rayden answered the woman in an amicable tone, “We are, but we seek to learn Teveren ways and grow in our friendship with your people. We do not wish to take the path the other tribes have taken”

    “It is said that the Alettani are most wonderful horsemen,” an older man across from Rayden stated. He then added, with a grin, “Or, I might say, horsewomen too.”

    Looking impressed with his own wit, he laughed and glanced around, prompting a round of laughter from the other guests. Rayden laughed along with the rest of them, finding her humor in the narcissistic man’s buffoonish air.

    “We are well-skilled on horseback,” Rayden answered the man, keeping her tone amiable and relaxed. “A horse has a mind of its own, and we have to be disciplined to guide them well in battle.”

    “Know we are grateful for the Alettani and for your protection of Teveren citizens such as Polybius,” a lean man reclined a few places from Rayden chimed in. “The news that has come in from the north is just awful to hear. These northern barbarians are nothing more than savages, raping, burning, and killing their way through our lands.”

    “It will all be over soon enough,” Rayden replied to him, maintaining her composure. She could only hope that Doros managed to do the same in the face of such provocative comments.

    “We will need to begin capturing a few of the miscreants, or they will run out of fodder for the games,” Sulpinnio declared, his comments provoking laughter from most of the others. Looking around the chamber, he grinned wide. “I may have some games of my own waiting for all of you, after we have partaken of tonight’s feast.”

    The woman across from Rayden clapped her hands with delight. “Transgressions to be punished?”

    Sulpinnio nodded to her.

    Looking to Rayden and Doros, the woman said in a jubilant manner, “You will have a chance to see how order is kept in a proper Teveren household.”

    Rayden did not miss the cold look embedded in the eyes of the woman, nor the anticipation intertwined with it.

    “Now that I have tempted one appetite, allow me to provide for another,” Sulpinnio stated. Clapping his hands, he raised his voice higher, declaring, “Let tonight’s feasting begin!”

    Tranquil music given life through the plucking of strings and breath channeled through reed or wood continued drifting through the air. A cluster of servants bearing a large platter approached with the first wave of the feast. Gasps of surprise and acclamation greeted the sight of a massive fish spanning the length of the platter.

    A throng of oysters had been arrayed on either side of the dark-scaled fish to simulate the parting of waters.

    “A Black Maero,” the lean male guest exclaimed.

    “Acquired at great cost,” Sulpinnio replied. “It is not a common thing to pull from the waters of the Daragen Sea.”

    “I have long wished to discover what a Black Maero tastes like,” the woman across from Rayden said, watching the servants prepare to cut into the fish and serve it to the guests. “You have exceeded yourself, Sulpinnio.”

    “It will not be easy to surpass this, I can say that,” Sulpinnio replied with a laugh.

    Eating mainly with her fingers, Rayden made use of a small knife and a couple different types of spoons, the utensils provided for her by one of the servants. A female servant with a pitcher of water went among the guests, pouring the liquid over their hands and drying them off when requested.

    Tipping their shells to access the delectable contents within, Rayden consumed several oysters, the little portions of meat gliding smooth down her throat and into her belly.

    She found the fish to her liking. Draped with a sauce that contained a sweet edge, the tender meat had a smooth texture, proving effortless to chew.

    After the large fish had been reduced to scattered bits of bone, scales, and other remnants tossed upon the mosaic floor, a new platter holding roast peacock was brought in. Spread around the base of the peacock, a plethora of small roasted birds had been posed to look nestled in snug against the prominent centerpiece.

    The woman with the lofty hairstyle clapped excitedly in response. “A Hen and Chicks! What a pleasant surprise!”

    Sulpinnio nodded to her. “The chicks in this preparation are thrushes ... each one of them selected with care by my Master of the Kitchen.”

    Abounding with flavor, both the thrushes and peacock had been roasted with an assortment of herbs and spices. Fingers becoming slick and greasy, Rayden indulged in the juicy morsels of bird meat.

    The guests, both male and female, belched frequently, while casually tossing bones and other small bits to the floor.

    More than once, one of the other diners excused themselves, departing the chamber for a short time before coming back. After returning, they continued to eat at the same pace as before.

    Catching Rayden watching one of the guests settling back in after being absent for a brief period, Polybius spoke up.

    “One must purge at times to create room in the stomach to enjoy everything served in a feast this grand,” he said to her.

    Nodding to him, she kept her disgust from showing on her face; finding the idea of vomiting just to eat more both repulsive and illogical.

    Not about to purge like the others, Rayden had begun to slow down by the time a spit-roasted stag with an impressive display of antlers was carried in.

    A pair of servants dressed to look like Teveren soldiers used short swords to carve ample pieces of the roasted meat for the guests. The meat would have tasted good enough by itself, but the combination of herbs and spices added to it made for a succulent taste on the tongue, one that caused Rayden to close her eyes and savor more than a few bites.

    A few servants then entered the chamber and layered the floor with sawdust, before others came in bearing platters piled with and abundance cakes and fruit. Though on the brink of gorged, Rayden partook of a little cake drenched in honey. Afterward, she helped herself to a peach, knowing that the round, luscious fruit had come a long way from the east to reach the small platter resting on the low table before her.

    Close by, Doros devoured a couple of apples.

    “It has been some time since I enjoyed one of these,” Doros remarked, wiping juices off her face using the back of her hand.

    Rayden smiled and held up the half-eaten peach in her own hand. “It has been awhile since I picked up one of these.”

    “You will not want for anything at one of my feasts,” Sulpinnio stated, looking to them. “My feasts bring together the abundance and variety of the Teveren Empire!”

    “For that we are indeed grateful,” the older male guest across from Rayden commented.

    “Even the wine served late in the feast is not watered more, not in the slightest,” the woman with the tall hairstyle proclaimed.

    Rayden could not dispute the woman. After a few fills of her cup, the wine within had continued to remain strong; to the degree that she had to be careful, lest she lose hold of her wits.

    Groans, belches, and drowsy expressions on the part of the other guests accompanied the gradual winding down of the feast. Rayden held her hands out and accepted another pour of water over them, the servant drying her skin with a soft linen cloth afterward.

    At long last, Sulpinnio called for everyone’s attention.

    “I have most wonderful entertainment prepared for you tonight,” Sulpinnio stated, looking around at the faces of his guests. “No recitations of poetry, demonstration of acrobatics, or anything of a common nature ... what I, Sulpinnio Onnidaccus, will provide for you is something much more thrilling and rarer in nature... and it is sure to cause the blood in your veins to race!”

    The gleam in Sulpinnio’s eyes and the faint tremor of excited anticipation within his voice invoked a deep unease within Rayden.

    

    ***

    

    “Come along with me and let us enjoy our own games!” Sulpinnio proclaimed, smiling broad. “Who needs the arena when you are a guest of Sulpinnio Onnidaccus? Ready yourselves for an exhilarating spectacle!”

    It took a few moments for Sulpinnio to rouse his bulk from the low couch, but once the master of the house had gotten to his feet, he shuffled across the mosaic floor and entered the garden. Though sluggish, the other guests rose up from their own places and followed after him.

    Polybius nodded to Rayden and Doros. The three of them got to their feet and added their number to the other guests in the outflow from the dining chamber. Behind them, a wave of servants streamed in and began attending to the many cleanup tasks pending from the extended feast.

    Light, crisp breezes rustled the leaves of the trees and swept through the beds of flowers and other foliage. Rayden would have found the atmosphere pleasant were it not for the figure walking with a purposeful stride at the lead of the group.

    Her unease continued to swell.

    On the far side of the garden, a waist-high, square wall of stone encased a pool of water. Large enough that the guests could array themselves around its perimeter, Rayden, Polybius and Doros had no difficulty finding space to view the proceedings.

    Rayden caught movements in the water the moment that she set her eyes upon the moon-glistened surface. Sleek and sinewy forms roved beneath the surface, but a paucity of available light prevented her from seeing what manner of fish or creature moved within the waters.

    Looking around at the other guests, she beheld the glow of eagerness and excitement on their faces. Talking amongst each other, they kept eyeing the shimmering water.

    It stood clear to Rayden that some of them knew what lurked within.

    Many heads began turning and smiles spread on a couple of the women’s faces. Rayden looked in the direction that Sulpinnio’s guests were all gazing in.

    Half-dragging a lanky man of about middle age, a couple of robust male slaves trudged toward the pool. Behind them, two more male slaves walked with blazing torches held high in hand.

    At the rear of the little procession strode a man in a long, flowing tunic. His head shaved bare, the round-faced man wore a silver medallion suspended from a necklace of leather cording.

    Gagged with a strip of cloth, the man in the clutches of the slaves wore nothing more than a tattered, soiled loincloth. His body bore the marks of many severe lashings, with a few of the marks looking recently inflicted. Eyes shining with fright, he struggled to no avail against the two brawny figures holding onto him.

    The approaching group came to a stop at the edge of the pool, and the slaves holding the man looked toward Sulpinnio. Folding his hands together in front of him, the robed figure with them had a placid expression.

    “Have our Alettani guests take a better look at my pets,” Sulpinnio proclaimed, glancing toward Rayden and Doros. “You should have a glance yourself, Polybius.”

    The slaves bearing the torches stepped forward and held the flames out over the water, casting increased light into the pool.

    Many elongated, narrow shapes could be seen swimming within the water. Several of the serpentine forms were easily the length of Rayden’s height.

    The light appeared to rouse the creatures, speeding their movement and bringing a few along the surface, casting ripples in their wake.

    Looking from the water to the man held at its edge, Rayden had little doubt of what was about to transpire. She had witnessed a ritual involving pools far to the east, in the caverns beneath a city called Sereth-Naga.

    The presence of a priest caused her to wonder more about the nature of the scene unfurling before her eyes.

    “Had some caught in the sea and raised a few more of them here,” Sulpinnio exclaimed with the air of a boast. Looking at the forlorn, bound figure, he continued speaking, a cold smile etched on his face, “Brutal things, the Sabatian Eels are ... they latch teeth as sharp as blades into the skin of their prey to draw blood out. Do not take your eyes off. It is a frenzy to behold.”

    Around Sulpinnio, several of the other guests proclaimed their agreement. The captive looked terrified, and rivulets of urine ran down his legs and dripped from his loincloth. Despite his continued strain, he could not budge the iron grip of the two slaves.

    “We will show the fate that awaits a slave who seeks to run away from his master,” Sulpinnio stated, the look in his eyes growing crueler by the moment. “We will also make it an offering to the Divinity of the Imperator, with the blessing of one of his sacred priests.”

    At Sulpinnio’s words, the man in the long tunic came forward to stand behind the doomed runaway. After looking toward Sulpinnio, he raised his hands high.

    Everyone in attendance fell quiet and any smiles among the guests faded into solemn expressions.

    “All is done for the empowerment of the Divine Imperator, the one who provides for those loyal to him,” the priest declared in a low-pitched, resonant voice. “Let this offering be dedicated for the glory and power of the Imperator.”

    Stepping back, the priest lowered his hands and once more clasped them together in front of him.

    Sulpinnio then nodded to the men holding the recaptured slave. “Into the pool with him. He belongs to the Sabatian Eels now. Do not forget to remove his gag. His cries will be exquisite to our ears.”

    Smiles returned to the faces of many guests and their eyes radiated bright with expectation.

    One of the large slaves ripped the gag off, bringing a look of sheer anguish to the condemned man. The muscular pair lifted the man off the ground without delay and flung him out over the water.

    Screaming, the man plunged into the surface with a big splash that spattered everyone gathered about the pool.

    An instant later, the water churned and frothed violently, turning darker in scant moments. His head breaking the surface, the ill-fated man shrieked in agony and went under again.

    The glistening skin of the eels broke the surface in many places, submerging again as the hapless slave thrashed and writhed in throes of torment.

    The cheers and laughter of Sulpinnio’s guests echoed off the garden walls. Taking in the unabashed glee and elation toward the man’s extreme suffering, Rayden promised herself that their kind would be made to answer for the travesty. Somehow, she would see that they experienced the same kind of fear that they drew amusement from.

    Ripped apart inside, Rayden could not do anything to stop the horrific display.

    Without weapons, she stood almost no chance of overcoming all of Sulpinnio’s slaves and guests. Rayden would likely be killed or taken captive in the end, and everything that she had come into the city to achieve would be cast into ruin.

    Even if by some miracle she did prevail against a throng loyal to Sulpinnio, Rayden would not be able to stop the eels in their blood-crazed frenzy. It was too late the moment the hapless slave’s body fell into the water.

    Rayden remained conscious that the lives of Hamilcar, Erethea, Alcedan, Annocrates, and all of the people now approaching the city walls could well come to depend upon the mission that Rayden and her companions had undertaken. Thousands upon thousands of lives teetered on a precarious, brittle edge, and Rayden could not throw herself away in a reckless action that would do nothing to spare the unfortunate slave.

    The crimson-hued waters settled, leaving a glistening froth behind, and the dead body of the slave bobbed at the surface. Splashing and coiling about the corpse, the eels continued to gorge themselves.

    Apart from a few splashes, the air grew quiet and a lone breeze whistled through the trees.

    The woman who had been positioned directly across from Rayden in the dining chamber looked toward Sulpinnio.

    Breaking the silence, she asked, “I am sure that is not all, is it, Sulpinnio?”

    Exhibiting a merry countenance, Sulpinnio chuckled. “It is apparent that you are a regular attendee of the games, Desrinnia. I must say, they are such a wonder, a demonstration of the empire’s power, like no other.”

    “I do go often, and I agree with you,” the woman replied, a grin dancing on her lips. “They show all eyes the strength of the Teveren Empire.”

    “Then you know that the greatest events at the games are not the ones that take place first,” Sulpinnio replied, grinning back at her.

    Desrinnia smiled.

    Raising his hands, Sulpinnio clapped.

    Several more slaves emerged, holding small, single-edged knives that they began handing out to the guests. Not knowing what they were to be used for, Rayden accepted one of the blades.

    “Does everyone have a blade?” Sulpinnio asked, looking around at his guests.

    Nods and murmurs of confirmation met his query.

    “Then let us proceed to the greater event,” Sulpinnio announced, leading his guests away from the pool toward another corner of the garden.

    Past some thicker foliage, a young man had been chained tight between two small columns of dark granite. Secured at the wrists and ankles, he could not move his limbs to any significant degree.

    Like the other slave, his body exhibited the evidence of extreme whippings, including recently inflicted wounds.

    “After the invocation, I invite all of you to participate,” Sulpinnio proclaimed. “Nothing shall remain hidden anymore with this wretch who dared to strike me after being caught in the arms of another one of my female slaves ... one that had expressly been forbidden to him. The cur will now pay the price.”

    The defiant, fiery look swirling in the eyes of the chained man convinced Rayden that he would strike Sulpinnio again, without hesitation, if his hands were free.

    A light squeeze on her arm drew her eyes to the left, where Polybius stood. Catching her gaze, he shook his head.

    “Hold back, Rayden,” he whispered, leaning closer to her ear.

    “I know,” she replied, knowing that she stood in the face of an impossible situation once more.

    The distraught look reflecting within Polybius’ eyes gave her more reason to dread what was about to take place. Gazing down at the knife that she had been given and eyeing the finely-honed blade, Rayden understood its malicious purpose.

    “Let us give the invocation,” Sulpinnio announced. “This too shall be an offering to the divinity of our glorious Imperator.”

    Once again, the priest stepped forward, raised his hands, and proceeded to claim the chained man as an offering to the divinity of the Imperator. The guests listened in a dutiful hush, resuming their chatter and looks of fervor when the priest had concluded.

    “This is too far,” Rayden whispered to Polybius, sensing the atrocity about to happen.

    “Hold fast, Rayden,” Polybius stated.

    Looking around at the faces surrounding the chained man, Rayden did her best to commit each of them to memory. She could only hope that her path would bring her to a place where she could mete out true justice and honor the lives of the tortured slaves.

    “Come forth now, and strip him to true nakedness,” Sulpinnio proclaimed, a smile on his face that held no trace of kindness. “Let nothing be hidden.”

    Striding forward, Sulpinnio lifted his knife to the shoulder of the chained man. Slow and methodical, he sliced a palm-sized piece of skin off, bringing a pained cry from his immobilized victim.

    Holding up the thin shred of skin, Sulpinnio stated, “I have claimed the first fruits. Come, my guests, and join with me in this delight.”

    Realizing that they were about to flay the man alive, Rayden girded herself for the only action she could take that would not put her companions and the mission that they had undertaken together at risk.

    Abhorring the thought of watching the poor young wretch before her being skinned at the hands of sick-hearted individuals deriving pleasure from the abominable act, Rayden took a step forward.

    Moving in with the other guests, Rayden angled for the front of the man. Laughter intertwining with another agony-filled scream, a woman shaved off a long strip of the man’s forearm. In the wake of the blade’s path, blood and exposed muscle gleamed in the firelight.

    At first, Rayden made it look like she was intending to take a portion of skin from the man’s chest. Pressing closer, she whispered quickly into the man’s ears.

    “I cannot stop this evil, but I will end it for you,” Rayden told the doomed slave.

    Trembling in the raw pain wracking his body, his eyes met hers for a moment. A desperate plea brimmed within them.

    Rayden understood and knew that her intent embraced his desire.

    Grim-faced, Rayden lifted her hand. Cutting into the skin at his neck, she applied more force and drove the blade deeper. Blood spurted out and began streaming down his chest.

    “No! No!” a male guest cried out in alarm from where he had been on the verge of cutting a swathe of skin from the slave’s right leg.

    “Not now, you barbarian fool!” Desrinnia exclaimed from where she had begun to carve into the man’s buttocks. “What have you done!”

    Gagging, and slumping down, the light of life began ebbing from the man’s eyes. Ignoring the outcries of the irritated guests, Rayden kept her eyes locked with those of the man whose throat she had cut.

    Extending him a final mercy, Rayden held his gaze until the last spark fled his eyes and he could feel pain no more. A wisp of relief and peace could be seen in the last look that he gave her.

    She had set him free.

    “What is this?” Sulpinnio cried out, agitation rife within his tone.

    “Forgive her ignorance, Sulpinnio, she does not know our customs and ways,” Polybius replied, exhibiting a placating demeanor.

    Rayden turned her eyes to Sulpinnio. “He committed an offense with a woman, and you were executing him, yes?”

    “He should not have died so swiftly,” Sulpinnio replied to her, irritation splayed across his face. “What pleasure is there in a quick execution?”

    “He is dead, is he not?” Rayden asked, feigning confusion. “Is that not what you desired?”

    “The manner of his death was for our pleasure,” Sulpinnio responded, anger clouding his face.

    “I do not understand your ways,” Rayden replied, her words carrying a deeper level of truth than a man like Sulpinnio could detect.

    Sulpinnio glared at Polybius and then turned his heated gaze back to Rayden. “You were given a knife. Not knowing our customs, you could not be expected to understand this. It is nonetheless a great disappointment for all of us.”

    “You should not let barbarian savages participate in an exercise of justice like this,” Desrinnia told Sulpinnio, casting a hateful look toward Rayden.

    Several murmurs of assent rose from the other guests. In their eyes and faces, Rayden could see nothing human. All of them seethed at being denied the chance to inflict extreme torture on the young man.

    Knowing that she had thwarted their chance to sate cruel hungers, Rayden took a little pleasure at their outrage and frustration.

    Her eyes now circles of frigid blue ice, Rayden stared back at Desrinnia. “I promise you that I will not forget what I have learned here.”

    Missing her true meaning, Sulpinnio replied, “A lesson has been learned. Let us finish with this cur, nonetheless. His life is still an offering to the divinity of the Imperator.”

    A subdued atmosphere hovered over the macabre scene as the guests resumed the grisly skinning, though now they cut into a corpse instead of a living, suffering body. Many terse glances and muttered curses told Rayden that the guests continued to simmer with resentment toward her.

    Unwilling to keep her eyes on their vile handiwork, Rayden pulled away from the group and stood in silence, several paces back. Coming over to her right side, Doros joined Rayden.

    Polybius walked up to the other guests and proceeded to make a couple slices on the dead body. Bearing him no ill will and understanding his actions, Rayden knew that the Teveren participated to maintain appearances and deflect further attention toward Rayden.

    She had chosen the best path available. Rayden’s foreign nature had given her a way to spare the unfortunate slave great suffering without causing a full provocation of Sulpinnio and his guests.

    When the guests had finished stripping the skin off the dead slave’s body, Sulpinnio called for his servants to enter with cloths and pitchers of water. Collecting the gore-coated knives, the slaves tended to the guests, washing away any traces of blood that had gotten onto them.

    Rayden watched the cleaning in a terse silence. In her eyes, none of the guests could begin to wash away the dark stains they undoubtedly had incurred on their spirits.

    Sulpinnio walked up to Rayden and Doros before going back inside. The flush of anger had ebbed from his face, but his eyes remained cold.

    After staring at Rayden for a moment, he stated, “What is done, is done. You have learned, and the next time you will know what is expected. Do not let it happen ever again, or you will take the place of the slave.”

    Rayden nodded back to Sulpinnio. Inside her mind, she committed every detail about his face that she could to memory.

    Polybius strode over to join them. Looking to Sulpinnio, he declared, “I shall make up for this with an extra allotment of our finest red, the best in all of Trasterro, as soon as the matter of the barbarian invasion is dealt with. Many amphorae, to be my gift to you in the hopes of continued friendship.”

    “You are too kind and generous,” Sulpinnio replied in a polite air, though the cold gaze in his eyes remained. “All can be forgotten in time, and we must not forget that the Alettani will be helping to rid our lands of these cursed invaders.”

    “That is quite true,” Polybius replied with a smile.

    “Let us go back inside,” Sulpinnio told him. “I am still well-stocked with delectable wines that need drinking. There are also some supple, warm delights of another kind to be had before this night is through.”

    Stepping forward, Sulpinnio started back for the dining chamber.

    “You are fortunate, Rayden,” Polybius remarked to her in a voice barely above a whisper, a look of relief upon his face. “We could all be dead right now.”

    “I saw the only action I could take to spare the man’s agony, and I took it,” Rayden replied in a similar volume.

    “Sometimes it is a good thing to be deemed a savage barbarian,” Doros observed, looking toward Polybius.

    “At times it can be,” Rayden agreed.

    Leaving the gruesome displays of Teveren cruelties behind them, the three turned to go back into the dining chamber. Trailing the others, Rayden focused on calming her mind in the aftermath of the atrocities that she had witnessed.

    A few paces from the edge of the garden, a ripple of movement within one of the flower beds on Rayden’s left drew her attention.

    Out from the mass of flowers skittered an elongated shape covered in dark hair. Turning its tapering snout in Rayden’s direction, the creature’s black eyes had a glistening sheen in the moonlight.

    “I have heard talk that rats are everywhere in the city these days,” Polybius told her in a low voice, having come to a stop with Doros at Rayden’s halt.

    The rat continued to sniff at the air and stare in their direction.

    “I am more concerned about the other vermin that walks through this garden,” Rayden replied, keeping her eyes on the rat.

    “If only I had my bow with me,” Doros lamented.

    Showing no urgency, the rat continued forward, disappearing within another bed of flowers.

    “It seems they are well used to people,” Polybius remarked.

    “It does seem so,” Rayden replied, her gaze lingering on the swishing line of flowers marking the passage of the rodent through them. Looking back to Polybius and Doros, she forced a grin onto her face, “Enough of rats, let us go back inside.”

    Upon returning to the dining chamber, they found that the guests had spread into other areas of Sulpinnio’s home. Another passage running from the back of the chamber led to a private bath and a few small rooms, with most of the latter containing bedding.

    Wherever they encountered them, the other guests showed no inclination to interact with Rayden or Doros. A few exchanged some words with Polybius, but it stood clear that the night had been ruined for them when Rayden slit the condemned slave’s throat.

    After accepting a silver cup filled to the brim with wine from one of the household slaves, Rayden broke away from her companions for a short time. Taking slow steps and sipping the flavorful wine, she strolled along the hallway, desiring to be left to herself.

    Niches in the walls held lit oil lamps while alcoves holding statues or busts, the latter resting upon marble-topped stands, accented the sides of the hallway. Their expressions permanent and solemn, the faces of the various carved figures held no trace of welcome or kindness. She found their stern, lifeless countenances fitting in a place that held such little regard for human life.

    Rayden did not catch sight of Sulpinnio for the rest of their stay in the wealthy man’s home. Overhearing a couple remarks from guests, she learned that he had gone to his private quarters in the company of a pair of young, female slaves. Nobody expected him to reappear anytime soon.

    After a little more time had passed, Rayden found the priest that had presided over the ritualistic element of the two executions in the garden wandering through the narrow hall alone. Saying nothing, he glared at Rayden when his eyes fell upon her.

    Brushing past her, he quickened his step and headed down the passage.

    After draining her cup of wine, Rayden rejoined Polybius and Doros back in the dining chamber.

    “We were about to come looking for you,” Doros said when Rayden approached them.

    “I just needed a few moments to myself, nothing more,” Rayden replied.

    “I think it has been long enough that we can politely excuse ourselves,” Polybius stated, looking between the two women.

    “I was hoping that you would say that,” Rayden said. “I have no desire to stay here any longer.”

    “I wanted to leave a long while ago,” Doros stated, a dour expression rising on her face.

    “Then let us not waste a single moment more,” Polybius replied. “I am certain Crassor will not argue with us to remain longer.”

    The remark and the thought of Crassor’s usual irritability brought Rayden a much-needed chuckle, though the lighthearted moment proved far too ephemeral.

    Polybius, Doros, and Rayden left the dining chamber. Finding the head slave of Sulpinnio’s house, Polybius expressed his gratitude for the invitation and took leave to return home, citing the need for rest before taking on a full day of business.

    Expressing his understanding, the slave commanded others to assist with the return of their footwear. He then guided them to the domicile’s front entrance.

    Hearing the doors to Sulpinnio’s home shutting behind her, Rayden had no desire to ever return again, no matter how bountiful the feast had been. The mere thought of setting foot in the wicked man’s home elicited revulsion within her.

    

    ***

    

    During the entire ride on the litter through the twisting, narrow streets back to their apartments, a cascade of thoughts filtered through Rayden’s mind.

    The presence of a priest dedicated to the Imperator placed the two slave executions in a ritualistic light. In hindsight, both appeared far more sacrificial in nature than merely the acts of a master carrying out brutal forms of justice upon wayward slaves.

    There remained little mistaking that the two instances of blood sacrifice served a much larger, darker purpose.

    In light of the night’s blood-soaked events, Rayden thought about what Sulpinnio had said about the games being a demonstration of Teveren power.

    A part of her suspected something on a much deeper and insidious level surrounding the games than just an open display of imperial power. Blood flowing on a grand scale could channel immense flows of dark energies toward the monstrous things of the abyss.

    While knowing the experience would be loathsome, Rayden would have to set her eyes upon the games for herself. Only then could she glean understanding of the deeper level things taking place within the Imperial City.

    Rayden also needed to continue her assessment of the walls from inside the city. Knowledge of them would become invaluable when the massive tide from the north arrived at the gates.

    Watching the slaves with torches walking ahead of the litters, driving back the shadows pervading the empty streets, Rayden took in a deep breath of the chilly air. After holding it captive in her lungs for an extended moment, she let the air out slowly.

    The summons from the sorcerer Dreaghen to return to the lands of the north seemed so distant and long ago. A journey that had begun with just herself and Ammanus, from lands far south of the Mystic Kingdom, now saw her at a point of convergence for vast multitudes of lives.

    A decisive conflict loomed nigh that would have severe implications for lands far and wide. A failure to stop the continued rise of the Imperator would unleash dark furies upon the world that few could even hope to contend with.

    The great power coalescing around the Imperator had been cultivated at the behest of sorcerers exploring the depths of the abyss’ mysteries. Those same sorcerers had already unleashed great abominations into the world, in the forms of the Arguntier.

    There was no telling what further horrors born of dark sorcery would be unveiled in the time to come.

    Rayden admonished herself, knowing that she could not allow worries of the unknown to consume her mind. Her exploration of the Teveren city needed her utmost focus in the time that she spent behind the walls.

    Easing back into the cushions of the litter, Rayden set her eyes on the alleys, streets, and buildings they passed. A few times, she caught the sight of figures lurking within pools of shadow, but if any of them had ill intent they did not dare threaten the large contingent marching through the streets.

    Throughout their trip back, the night air carried the clopping of hooves and creaking of wheels, along with the occasional bray, bellow, gruff voice, or cracking of a whip. The bevy of sounds did not come as a surprise to Rayden.

    The development reflected the nature of other large cities that Rayden had experienced throughout her widespread travels. For the duration of the night, carts and wagons would be given free rein to travel the streets, while firm restrictions prevented the wheeled objects from adding to the congestion so widespread in the city under the tenure of daylight.

    Finally, the litters came to a halt before the building that held their quarters. Showing great care and deference, Sulpinnio’s slaves assisted with the disembarkation.

    After a few moments Rayden, Crassor, Doros, and Polybius stood together near the building entrance, watching the slaves carrying the empty litters away. After proceeding a short distance, the slaves marched around a bend in the street and disappeared from view.

    “Let us go inside,” Rayden said to the others. “I have had far enough of the city for this night.”

    “You will find no argument from us,” Polybius replied.

    Approaching the primary entryway for the tenement, they encountered a different guard than the one they had met when Polybius rented their quarters. Of middle age, gruff in manner, and still possessed of a strong build, the guard exhibited similar qualities to his daytime comrade.

    After Polybius presented a key and identified himself, the guard stood aside and allowed them to proceed into the building. The four climbed the stairs in silence.

    The only noises to reach their ears during the climb up were muffled voices coming from within other apartments, including the sounds of a couple in the throes of passion. Rayden expected Crassor to make a jest or ribald comment about the latter, but even he looked to have had more than his fill of the Imperial City for the time being.

    Upon reaching their quarters, Polybius fitted the key in the lock, opened the door, and entered. Without servants inside, no lamps had been lit and the interior remained shrouded in darkness.

    Watching him address the matter, Rayden saw that Polybius had thought ahead and placed a lamp close to the entrance. Like a blooming flower, light rose from within the bronze lamp a few moments later, spreading outward and pushing the darkness aside.

    “A dull night,” Crassor remarked in a disgruntled voice, once they had closed the door behind them.

    “You would not have wished to see what we did,” Rayden replied to him. “I wish there were a way to remove it from memory.”

    “It is hard to believe that, with the oafish louts I had to endure the night with,” Crassor grumbled, an irritated look on his face. “I wish I had bashed a few of their skulls in. I have seen oxen with more of a wit.”

    “I am glad you did not do so,” Polybius commented.

    “I know what is expected,” Crassor replied with a resigned air. “I can control myself, Polybius.”

    “We are all in need of some rest,” Rayden told the others. “Tomorrow is a new day.”

    “What will we do?” Doros asked, looking to Rayden.

    “I want to get out and explore the city,” Rayden answered. “Have a good look at the walls and gates. I also want to see about the games. I need to get a better sense of them. I have my reasons.”

    “They are not something that you would find any pleasure in, Rayden,” Polybius stated with a somber edge. “The same cruelty you witnessed tonight is present there, only on a much larger scale.”

    “I know,” she responded, looking him in the eyes. “But it is something that I need to see, in light of the things we saw tonight.”

    “Is it necessary?” Doros asked.

    A solemn look on her face, Rayden nodded. “I know what I am looking for. You have to trust me in this.”

    “You know I trust you, Rayden,” Doros replied.

    “Then we will see about going to the games in the arena,” Polybius declared. “We have means, so it should not be difficult to secure advantageous seats for a good view.”

    “It would be better than anything I endured tonight,” Crassor added.

    “Then we are all in agreement,” Rayden said. “I will use the morning to explore the city and then we will attend the games.”

    “Get some rest, then, all of you,” Polybius said.

    “You will get no dispute from me on that,” Doros replied. “I am beyond weary and I have had too much wine and food tonight.”

    “Three of you might have,” Crassor replied to her. “My stomach begs for some food. I am going to get some bread and cheese before I sleep.”

    “There is plenty left of both,” Polybius said to him. “I will also make sure to get more food and drink for here tomorrow.”

    “After I eat, I will get to my door watch duties,” Crassor told the others with a grin, looking over toward the mattress lying on the ground to the right of the front entrance.

    While Polybius had taken care of its purchase and arranged for the mattress to be ported to the apartments, Crassor had chosen its location. He had determined the place it had been set down to be as good of a place as any, giving him an advantageous position should anyone try to break in during the night.

    “I will see all of you again, soon enough,” Rayden told her companions. “Have a good rest. I am going to my bed.”

    Striding forward, she made her way across the black and white mosaic floor to her room. A chill clung to the air, but not to the degree that she had a need to light a brazier.

    Taking her sandals off, Rayden eased onto the mattress. Slipping under the covers, she lay her head down upon the soft, feather-stuffed cushion.

    Weary in body, exhausted in mind and spirit, Rayden took little time in drifting into a needed refuge of deep, dreamless sleep.

    

  
    CHAPTER 3

    

    First light brought with it a sea of mist blanketing the streets and buildings of the massive Teveren city. Rayden peered out her bedroom’s small window, gazing at the drifting, dense vapors cloaking the awakening city.

    Refreshed in body, Rayden still carried some of the heaviness of heart that she had incurred from the previous night’s events at the home of Sulpinnio. She wondered what the coming day would add to that weight, if she made it into the arena and witnessed what took place there.

    Knowing what Sulpinnio and his guests had taken great delight in, nothing could be ruled out.

    The brightness of a new sun always helped to invigorate her during such times. Turning her face to the right, she closed her eyes and let the golden rays bathe her skin for several moments.

    Her mind eased. In a few moments, she reached a solid equilibrium, readying to confront anything she encountered once she stepped outside the apartments and entered the city streets.

    Closing the shutters and leaving the window behind, she exited the bedroom.

    Making her way to the kitchen, she found Doros sitting at the table, eating some figs and cheese off a small platter lying in front of her. A cup of wine rested to the side of the meager fare.

    “Ready to take a look around?” Rayden asked her.

    “I am, but have you gotten anything to eat yet?” Doros asked, raising an eyebrow.

    Rayden shook her head. “I am eager to begin this day. We will find a tavern a little later, if hunger bothers me enough.”

    Doros looked past Rayden. “Will Crassor be going with us? Or Polybius?”

    Rayden turned her head and set her eyes on the large man slumbering near the door. Again, she shook her head.

    “It is best that he stays with Polybius,” Rayden said. “It will keep appearances and make certain that our Teveren friend is well-protected.”

    Doros nodded, finishing the last morsel on her platter and washing it down with the remainder of the wine in her cup.

    “Let us begin!” Doros announced in an exuberant manner, setting the cup down and getting to her feet.

    Keeping their steps quiet, Rayden and Doros exited and shut the door behind them. At the bottom of the stairs, they edged by a female servant busy emptying the contents of a small vessel into the much larger container occupying the corner.

    Wincing at the strong, rancid aroma of urine in the air, Rayden found herself relieved to step onto the street outside. Acknowledging the doorman to the right with a glance and slight nod of her head, she set off with Doros for the morning excursion.

    Doros walked along at her right side. From the outset, both of them remained engrossed in observing the elements of the city around them. Exchanging few words, they kept to their intended aims.

    Reaching the outer walls of the city, Rayden began her assessment.

    Stopping several times along the way to gain an extended look at the various gates, Rayden and Doros followed the course of the walls. A few times, they had to detour around some areas where shadowing the wall would appear too conspicuous to an observer.

    The composition of the walls told Rayden that the barrier had been constructed in several phases. Everything from blocks of travertine and tufa to kiln-fired bricks had been made use of in building the walls, with the bricks utilized in what looked to be the most recent fabrications.

    Open galleries along the inside of some wall sections showed their multi-level nature, displaying small windows and slits for archers on a level beneath the wall-walk.

    Other sections had closed inner facings. Some of them solid in construct, a few had windows looking into the city, indicating some kind of lower passageway running inside the wall.

    Looking at the design, Rayden could tell that the Teverens could move their soldiers along the walls without exposing them to arrows, stones, or other missiles from attackers.

    The various gates that Rayden observed exhibited a wide range in size.

    What looked to be the city’s primary gates were aligned with the main roads; the broader, stone-paved thoroughfares running into the city along key directional points. The prominent gateways consisted of wide single arches, or were double-arched in nature, the tile-faced entrances set between large, square towers.

    Other gates were aligned with smaller, unpaved roads. These consisted of single-arched gateways flanked by projecting towers.

    Another kind of entrance that Rayden observed involved an arched gateway close in size to the second. These were situated at midpoints between intervals of the regular wall towers.

    Though she could not see them, Rayden knew that many small postern gates and concealed doors also existed along the walls. No city of such immense size would be without them; to give soldiers and laborers additional points of egress for upkeep, resupplying, or even defensive needs.

    The walls themselves had a few salient points where they reached outward to protect a couple of key areas. One extension on the western side of the city warded a hill with many stout, rectangular edifices clustered upon it. Another protected what looked to be a two-level bridge designed with arcades coming into the city from the northwest, though no traffic of any sort moved along its upper surfaces.

    After leaving one of the larger gates behind, Rayden and Doros had to get around a walled compound situated close by. The pungent scent of horse manure, neighs, and whinnies identified the place’s nature easily enough. Whether the stables inside were used for markets, travelers, or soldiers, Rayden could not tell, but the area stood an obstacle all the same.

    Following a route taking them a short distance from the walls and deeper into the city, Rayden and Doros sought to go around the large compound. The higher tenements and greater preponderance of rougher-looking individuals surrounding them told Rayden that they had entered a much poorer section of the city.

    Some of the tenements looked to be in a precarious condition, a few with makeshift timber braces set in place to hold up a leaning side.

    Stopping and glancing down an alleyway in response to a loud curse coming from within it, Rayden saw a man looking upward. Far above him, a woman leaned out of a window six stories high with an upturned vessel held in her hands. From his ranting, Rayden gathered that the man had come within a wisp of becoming bathed in discarded bodily waste.

    Showing no contrition for the near incident, the woman cursed back at the man and disappeared inside the upper level window.

    Before starting forward again, Rayden noticed movement within the shadows, close to the alley’s mouth.

    A disheveled, dirt-smudged man in a filthy ragged tunic shuffled out of the alley and proceeded into the street. Cradling a large rat in his hands, the man had a crazed grin spread across his weathered face.

    Bony and gaunt, the man had a starved appearance. Yet his eyes had an alert, piercing quality, showing no hint of fatigue or weakness born of hunger.

    Those nearing him in the street altered their course to avoid contact. Stroking the fur of the rat, he laughed, fixing his gaze upon Rayden.

    “Who are you?” he called to her, stepping a little closer. Baring his teeth like a feral dog and exposing a rotted set of teeth, he asked in a scratchy voice, “Why can I not see you? What mystery do you hold?”

    “A madman,” Doros remarked, standing at Rayden’s right shoulder. “He is staring right at you and claims he cannot see you!”

    Rayden knew otherwise. Whatever dwelled inside the man had been stymied by Dreaghen’s sorcery. It could not determine her nature or identity, and the confusion vexed the malevolent, hidden entity.

    The man shuffled a few steps closer. Spittle sprayed from his lips. “What are you? Why are you here? Who are you? What do you want?”

    The rapid barrage of questions accompanied an increasingly agitated expression on his face.

    “Leave him be, we will continue,” Rayden told Doros.

    Rayden and Doros strode forward, heading down the street. Turning, the man began to follow them.

    “Get out of here! What have we told you?” a large man yelled, his face contorting into an expression of severe irritation.

    Rayden looked back just in time to see him reach the man from the alleyway, a few paces behind them. Shoving the smaller man backwards, the newcomer kept advancing.

    A couple of other tough-looking brutes following in the wake of the large man joined in, pushing the rat-carrying scoundrel toward the alleyway.

    Eyes wide and looking like something feral, the scrawny dreg hissed, cursed and screeched in anger. But he could do nothing against the trio of burly men herding him back into the alley.

    Breaking away from his stout companions, the tall, thick-built man hurried across the street toward Rayden and Doros.

    “Do not worry yourselves, we will make sure the scum does not return to this area,” the man announced to them.

    Farther behind him, Rayden could see his two comrades forcing the crazed man into the maw of the alley and out of sight.

    “The Brotherhood of Malpicus keeps this area free of such miscreants,” the man announced. “He must have wandered in. I have not seen him before.”

    Square-jawed, with a large nose that showed evidence of previous breakings, the man had a rugged appearance. The granite look in his eyes told Rayden that he was no stranger to scuffles and altercations.

    “Thank you, but we are capable of defending ourselves well enough,” Rayden replied in an even tone, glancing down to the sword and axe resting at her waist.

    “I am sure that you are,” the man replied, a coy look on his face. “I am called Stramma. I used to fight in the arena. I survived and gained freedom. Now I work with my brothers to keep order in this part of the city. Not an easy task, during normal times. Much worse when the city is flooding with many fleeing the barbarian invasion.”

    Rayden recognized his type. Little more than a criminal that had banded together with others of a like mind, Stramma held a unique position at the crossroads of rumor and reality. Knowing what moved within the shadows and the open daylight on the streets, he would have a strong sense of the city’s true heartbeat.

    Most importantly, Stramma was the kind of man who would have answers and the kind of perspective that would benefit her mission. Though midday approached, Rayden decided to tarry a little longer.

    “We are of the Alettani, a tribe in alliance with your Imperator, and we find many things about this city strange and unfamiliar,” Rayden told Stramma. “Would you have a few moments to speak with us? We were just about to search out a little food and drink.”

    “Come with me, and let us have some good Teveren wine,” Stramma replied. “I will make sure you are not given the watered-down swill that is all too common in this area.”

    “That would be welcome,” Rayden replied, nodding to him.

    Taking the lead, he started down the street in the direction they had been headed in. Rayden noticed more than one person parting aside to avoid bumping into Stramma.

    The anxiety apparent on their faces told Rayden more than enough. The local populace had a significant fear of the man walking a pace ahead of her.

    Rayden could not ease her guard and would have to keep wary at all moments.

    Stramma guided them into a tavern straddling the intersection of two narrow streets. A number of tables with stools had been set outside the open-faced establishment.

    Several men raised cups or called out greetings to Stramma as he entered. He acknowledged a few of them by name, while a host of gazes fell upon Rayden and Doros.

    Taking a place at a table in the corner, from where he could see everyone within the tavern, Stramma gestured for Rayden and Doros to sit down. A serving woman with a tumbling mass of black hair approached them a few moments later.

    “What will it be today, Stramma?” she asked, a broad smile on her face. Her eyes shifted over to his two female guests. “And for them?”

    “The best wine you have, Ledellis,” Stramma replied. “For all of us.”

    She nodded. “Will you two be eating? A bountiful catch of aspius was pulled from the Golden River just this morning. You will not find anyone in the Imperial City who can season aspius like we can.”

    “Yes, I would like that very much,” Rayden answered her.

    “As would I,” Doros added.

    Ledellis nodded to Rayden and Doros and left the table. She headed toward the long marble counter running down one side of the tavern’s interior space.

    A heavyset woman tended the other side, where the fires of a couple bronze braziers burned. Chains and hooks on the wall held an arsenal of pots, pans, ladles, and other cooking implements.

    After speaking with the woman behind the counter, Ledellis returned with a copper pitcher of wine and three earthenware cups. Behind her, the other woman turned and began taking a few items down from the assortment on the wall.

    Raising her cup to her lips, Rayden tasted the wine. It had a robust, fruity taste, and it had not been watered down. Looking to Stramma and Ledellis, she smiled.

    “It is very good,” she told them. “Just what I needed, right now.”

    “You see, we do not serve water with a few sprinkles of wine like so many others in this city do,” Ledellis replied, laughing. “I will be back soon with your food.”

    Ledellis walked away, returning to the counter. Rayden watched as she got out a mortar and pestle, along with a few jars. In a few moments, Ledellis began grinding up leaves taken from one of the jars.

    Rayden held no doubts that the seasoning of her coming meal would be quite good.

    Stramma took an extended draught from his wine cup. Some of the contents trickled from the corners of his lips, running through the stubble on his face and dripping down to land on his tunic.

    “Ahhhhh! ... So good!” he exclaimed with a satisfied air. Looking up, an amused expression rose upon his face.

    Two men approached the table. A meek-looking, smaller man walked a step ahead of a stocky brute with cold, dark eyes.

    The smaller man set a pouch down on the table before Stramma, and the muffled clink of coins sounded from within it.

    “Here is everything owed to you,” the man stated in a voice that teetered on shaking. Raw fear gleamed in his eyes.

    Smiling and looking at ease, Stramma replied, “This pleases me. See, Ferranus? It is not so hard, and your contribution helps us to keep order in our neighborhood. I have guests now, but I will visit your shop soon. Make sure that next time you do not make it more difficult for yourself.”

    “I will not, Stramma,” the man replied, a look of relief coming to his face before shuffling off.

    The larger man remained in place. Stramma gazed toward him.

    “All looks to be settled, nothing further is needed,” Stramma told the man.

    Showing no change in expression, the big man nodded and strode off.

    Stramma picked up the pouch. Giving it a little toss in the air, he caught it in his palm.

    Looking to Rayden and Doros, he stated, “Do not mind all of that. Our business never sleeps. That man has a chair making shop close to here. He does not yet appreciate what we do for everyone.”

    “I am sure his understanding has improved,” Rayden replied, keeping her own distaste about the matter from showing. She imagined it took high extortion to ensure low crime in the area Stramma and his brotherhood controlled.

    Stramma laughed and made another short, vertical toss of the pouch. Landing in his palm, the coins jingled

    “It has ... yes, it has improved,” Stramma said.

    “It is good fortune to have met you. You know a lot more about the city than any others I have met since arriving here,” Rayden replied, her words intended to nourish the man’s ego.

    “I do make it my priority to know what is happening in the city where I live,” Stramma replied, looking across to her.

    “It looks like you have a well-established presence,” Doros said.

    “It has not been easy,” Stramma replied. “Life in a city is no different for a human than a beast in the wild. You have to fight for everything that you get ... and then defend it from being taken.”

    Nearby, a group of men around a table erupted in cheers at the result of a dice roll. Stramma looked over toward them, watching in silence for a few moments.

    “Every day involves a roll of the dice,” he continued, his face taking on a serious countenance. “The choices we make. The stands we take.”

    “Wise words,” Rayden told him.

    “I am guessing that your choices are often very different in nature than mine,” he replied, the hint of a grin on his lips.

    “We walk different paths,” Rayden told him, working to keep the air between them polite.

    “Whatever you think of my path, I am a free man and I have carved out a life here,” Stramma stated, his gaze sweeping across the room. “It is a life far better than I thought I would ever have at one time.”

    “When you were a fighter in the arena, where did you live?” Doros asked him.

    “In the household of a man named Erridus, who owned and trained fighters for the arena,” Stramma answered. He shook his head after a moment, and a rueful grin spread across his face. “Those days seem so distant now.”

    “Did you only fight in the arena, or were there other duties?” Rayden asked him.

    “Too many other duties,” Stramma answered, the grin leaving his face. “We helped round up those involved in sorcery who were not priests of the Imperator, and we often provided guards for those priests, when they went about the city. Their thirst for blood-sacrifice is unquenchable and those they took for their blood rituals ... I cannot speak of it further.”

    A haunted look crept into the eyes of Stramma. Rayden knew she would have to alter the direction of their discourse.

    “But you do not serve them anymore,” she stated.

    “They can take at will from an area like this,” Stramma replied, lifting his eyes to meet Rayden’s. “No one of power is going to defend the poorest in this city. I cannot stop them from taking, but I no longer help them.”

    Rayden could sense the revulsion in Stramma toward the practices of the Imperator’s priesthood. It never ceased to amaze her how even criminals often had a kind of moral code, one that included areas of behavior they regarded to be unacceptable.

    Ledellis returned and set platters down before Rayden and Doros. Each of the platters displayed an ample portion of fish, along with a small mound of grapes, wheat bread, and olives.

    The scintillating aroma emanating from the seasoned fish caused Rayden’s mouth to water. Taking up a piece in her hand, she raised the chunk of fish and placed it on her tongue. Chewing slowly, she savored the burst of flavors drawn from the morsel.

    “You will not find better aspius anywhere in this city,” Ledellis declared, gazing toward Rayden.

    “I cannot imagine anyone could best this,” Rayden replied, her compliment genuine.

    “Anything for you?” Ledellis asked, edging toward Stramma.

    “Perhaps,” he answered her, chuckling.

    Grinning, Stramma gave the woman serving them a firm squeeze on the buttocks. Showing no trace of irritation at his ribald behavior, she smiled back to him.

    During the short time that she had been inside the place, Rayden had observed a great level of familiarity between the tavern patrons and those running it. Many bawdy interactions like the one before her hinted at an unfettered atmosphere with few limits.

    Even so, Rayden could take no offense at the behavior of those like Stramma. The serving women proved to be just as crass and aggressive as the men were.

    Observing them, Rayden could see that the women had their boundaries and enforced them without hesitation.

    One man at a table nearby, who behaved no different than Stramma toward one of the serving women, received a stern rebuke and had his hand smacked away. Evidently new to the tavern, he was given a reprieve, but the woman made it abundantly clear that the next infraction would see him thrown out to the street in an unceremonious manner.

    Rayden watched another inebriated ruffian get slapped hard across the face, before finding himself tossed out of the establishment at the request of the serving woman involved. It stood apparent in the tavern that the women had firm control over what actions were permitted and who could make them.

    Eyeing Rayden, Stramma remarked, “You and your friend look like tough women, but that is nothing new to us here. Our women are not fragile little mice drenched in perfumes like you find in the north of the city. This is a different kind of wilderness, and they have had to fight to survive too.”

    Overhearing his remarks, one of the serving women wrapped an arm around Stramma from behind. Setting her eyes on Rayden, she pulled him close and probed his ear with her tongue. A salacious spark danced within her expressive brown eyes.

    “Here, we just take what we want,” she quipped, giving Stramma a soft caress on his right cheek, letting him go, and laughing.

    Twisting to his right, Stramma leveled a firm smack on her rear. “Yes ... yes we do.”

    Looking each other in the eyes, the two of them laughed heartily.

    “But I do not think you are too interested in our banter,” Stramma said to Rayden and Doros, turning back to face them. “What might you wish to learn about the city?”

    “You have things in this city that I have never seen,” Rayden commented, welcoming his offer to change the course of the discussion. “Just today, I saw what looked to be a bridge coming into the city, over the walls. Yet I know it was no bridge.”

    Stramma nodded. “One of the new aqueducts. The Imperator had that one built. A massive task that involved the labor of many thousands. Keeps water plentiful in the city. Along with some tunnels they made that come from the river, it is how we keep the baths and fountains in this city full.”

    “A bridge that brings water,” Rayden responded, thinking upon the idea. “That is an incredible thing.”

    “Another of the reasons why the Imperator will rule the world one day,” Stramma exclaimed in a casual tone.

    Rayden decided to press for another answer regarding her morning observations. “What of the hill that the wall changes course to protect? The one over on the western side of the city?”

    “What of it? You speak of the mills, I am sure,” Stramma responded. “They are gathered in a suitable place for taking in grain from the barges traveling the river.”

    Rayden nodded. “That is what they are. I was curious.”

    “There is a lot for you to see in the Imperial City beyond grain barges and aqueducts,” Stramma said. Pausing, he looked down at his wine cup and chuckled. “Sometimes, a few things you wish you did not see.”

    For the slightest instant, Rayden caught a sliver of fear within Stramma’s eyes. She wished that she could ask him further about what he had experienced and seen when carrying out his duties around the Imperator’s priesthood.

    An abrupt shriek from the back of the tavern drew her attention away from Stramma.

    “Get out of here, you little greasy bastard!” one of the serving women yelled, hurling an earthenware cup that shattered into a multitude of pieces along the tiled floor.

    An elongated dark shape scuttled out of sight, close to where the cup had landed.

    “More of those damnable rats,” Stramma vented, scowling. “Feels like they are overrunning the city these days.”

    “Maybe the Imperator should have a large number of cats brought in,” Doros said.

    “You would need a few legions of cats to deal with the vermin,” Stramma remarked in a dour tone. “The rats have grown fast in number over the past year.”

    Rayden sensed another opportunity for more pointed information.

    “It sounds like the Imperator is already bringing in the kinds of legions that he needs at the moment,” Rayden commented, taking a sip of wine and fixing her eyes upon Stramma.

    Stramma looked at Rayden and smiled. “Yes, he is. Peronnius has a couple of legions at full strength camped outside the walls. But I suspect they will be allowed in the city soon enough, when the horde from the north arrives here.”

    “Why are they not allowed in the city now?” Rayden asked, seeking confirmation on what Polybius had spoken of when she had seen the fortress extending from the city walls in the northeastern section.

    Stramma replied, “It has long been tradition that our legions remain outside the city walls, except for one. That legion has its own stronghold within the city ... the Imperial Legion. They are quartered here and serve the Imperator, though I am sure they could be placed under Peronnius’ command as well.”

    “Three legions strong, and more are coming with Marus,” Rayden said. “Including our Alettani brothers and sisters, and the Sarrimena. Should be more than enough to defeat the invaders.”

    “They will crush them with ease,” Stramma replied, grinning. “But what a nuisance the barbarians are causing for everyone right now. More and more Teverens are fleeing their homes across the countryside. They are pouring into the city to seek the safety of its walls. Gives the Brotherhood a lot more to keep an eye on and worry about.”

    “I imagine so,” Rayden replied, taking another drink of the wine. Looking toward the back of the room, she eyed a man fondling a serving woman as they made their way up a staircase. “But it looks like life is still going on around here.”

    “Unless the barbarians were to storm through the streets, which will never happen, we will continue to live as we have,” Stramma told her. “The barbarians cannot sustain a long siege, so I am not worried.”

    “What if they could?” Rayden inquired.

    “The city would soon grow hungry,” Stramma answered her, his expression turning somber. “The common people receive gifts of grain from the Imperator already. If that came to an end, great sections of the city would grow restless fast.”

    “I imagine that would make things difficult for you and your Brotherhood,” Doros stated.

    “If it were to happen, then yes it would,” he said. Waving his hand in a dismissive fashion, Stramma continued, “But let us not worry ourselves over things that will not happen. There are far better things to put our thoughts to.”

    At a signal from Stramma, Ledellis came back over with a full pitcher of wine. In moments, all three sitting at the table had refilled cups, with wine perched on the brim of each vessel.

    Leaning over and resting her elbows on the table surface, Rayden picked at the remnants of her meal. Popping a grape into her mouth and relishing the burst of sweet flavor that followed, she chose not to press Stramma for any further information. She and Doros needed to be getting back to the tenement soon, to rejoin Polybius and Crassor.

    Not long after, Rayden and Doros took their leave of Stramma. Looking reluctant to see them go, he extended both of them an open invitation to join him again in the evening.

    Though parting in an amicable manner, Rayden had no affinity for the kinds of endeavors that Stramma and his Brotherhood engaged in. Nevertheless, she could still see many respectable qualities in the man, and she walked away carrying an overall liking for the rough-hewn rogue.

    Rejoining the flow of traffic in the streets, Rayden and Doros started back for their quarters.

    

    ***

    

    Returning to the apartments shortly after the sun had reached its zenith, Rayden and Doros found their companions waiting for them. Looking relieved at their presence, Polybius and Crassor both had a restless air about them.

    “I wondered when the two of you might be getting back here,” Polybius stated.

    Smiling wide, Polybius held up four rectangular pieces of bone. Each of the pieces had distinct markings carved into their surfaces.

    “No easy task ... but I was able to obtain access to today’s games,” Polybius announced. “These will provide us with seats in the lower part of the arena, placing among those of higher wealth and status.”

    “Then let us not waste another moment,” Rayden replied, pleased with the news. “We will go and learn what we can.”

    “What exactly is it that are you looking for?” Crassor asked Rayden.

    “I am looking for the things that connect everything together in this city,” Rayden said. “Everything that is taking place serves the Imperator’s purpose.”

    “Or venerates him,” Crassor remarked. “Polybius and I have seen more than one statue bearing his resemblance.”

    “Probably a small army of them, if you gathered all the statues made in his likeness together,” Doros said.

    “I am certain that he receives plenty of veneration at that massive temple near his palace,” Polybius added. “I suspect that a giant idol of him is within it.”

    “Not a place that I have any desire to see,” Rayden responded, turning back toward the door. “Now, let us proceed to the arena. It is a long walk, and it is best that we get this done and over with today.”

    Crassor shrugged. “There are no other demands on our time.”

    Leaving the apartments, Rayden and the others set out through the winding streets, heading toward the arena.

    

    ***

    

    After passing a high-walled compound, from which a multitude of bestial sounds emitted, ranging from roars, to deep grunts, screeches, and bellows, Rayden and her companions found themselves standing before a colossal edifice. Exuding an aura of strength, power, and prestige, the facing of the massive, circular structure rose several levels high, containing two rows of alcoves harboring statues bearing the likenesses of various male and female figures.

    Pausing for a moment, Rayden watched the clouds drifting over the incredible construct. Conflicting sensations of dread and astonishment mingled within.

    As intricate and beautiful its construction might be to her eyes, it had been created to entertain vast crowds with the mass shedding of blood.

    “It is one of the newer wonders of the Teveren Empire ... the Imperator had this built,” Polybius remarked, standing at her side.

    “This is like no arena I have ever seen,” Rayden replied, stunned at the magnitude of the construction.

    A great din rose from within the arena, the kind of sound that only thousands upon thousands of voices blended together could create. A spectacle of blood and death beckoned.

    “Come, let us go inside,” Polybius said to the group, taking a step in the direction of the arena.

    Solemn-faced, Rayden nodded and continued forward, heading with her companions toward one of the many portals in view.

    Polybius, Rayden, Doros, and Crassor handed their rectangular bone pieces over to the men overseeing the entrances to the arena. After examining the tokens of admittance, the men handed them back and waved the holders through.

    Like the crashing of a great wave upon a shore, a loud roar swelled and ebbed from the end of the barrel-vaulted tunnel ahead of her. Staring forward and following Polybius down the tunnel, Rayden had no idea of what to expect when they emerged from the other end.

    Shouldering through the congested passage, she ignored the many looks cast her way. Taking a glance back, Rayden saw Doros pressed close to her back, with Crassor glowering just a step behind.

    By the time she reached the end of the tunnel, it seemed that it had stretched for a league. Walking out into the sunlight, Rayden found it hard to believe her eyes.

    Rows upon rows packed with men and women filled the arena. Thousands upon thousands gathered in attendance, the enormous crowd watched a sprawling melee of beasts and warriors taking place within the huge, sand-covered pit below.

    “Our places are close to here, follow me,” Polybius told Rayden and the others, leading them down some steps.

    After descending a few rows, Polybius turned to the right and edged across to an open section large enough for the four of them to sit comfortably. Rayden endured a few irritated expressions when passing in front of other spectators, blocking their view of the ongoing bloodshed.

    Not far from where they were seated, a large group of lions, a throng of hyenas, a trio of massive, horned bulls, and around two dozen armed warriors clashed on the sands. The swirling, chaotic violence covered the entirety of the pit.

    After getting situated, Rayden took a deep breath and set her eyes upon the brutal melee. An orgy of violence, the scene drew feverish responses from the spectators.

    Hyenas rushed at lions, snapping at their limbs. Men stabbed with sword or spear at the hides of snorting bulls. Lions sprang upon hyenas, men, and bulls alike.

    Disorderly and blood-soaked, the frenzied violence raged across the sand. Dead, wounded, and dying creatures scattered everywhere, the casualties from the savage contest mounted fast.

    Hooves shattering bone and pulping flesh, a bull trampled a man to death, and then found itself covered in lionesses a few moments later.

    A hyena ripped the throat of another man out, only to be impaled through the side by the spear of a remaining fighter.

    A male lion with a full-grown mane pounced on a hyena, overpowering the creature in an instant and taking it to the ground. After finishing the creature off with a vicious bite to the neck, the lion whirled to face another that had bitten at one of its rear legs.

    The hyena could not scuttle off before being engulfed by the lion. Rising up from the kill, the lion snarled and gazed about, displaying blood streaks along its face resembling a warrior’s battle paint.

    Springing into motion, the lion then brought down a bull in an extraordinary feat of dexterity and power. Claws dug in and jaws locked tight on the bull’s throat, the lion held onto the massive beast until it breathed out its last.

    Once more, the lion stood and swept its gaze around, drawing a loud cheer from the crowd. Charging forward, the lion barreled into a cluster of hyenas that had a lioness in mortal danger. Swiping its claws and knocking the smaller creatures away, the lion freed the sorely beset female.

    Taking advantage of the lion’s distraction, a man scurried in with a sword and delivered a gash to the side of the creature. Roaring in pain and fury, the lion lunged at the man.

    Bringing its jaws together, the lion ripped over half the man’s face off. Still alive and left with a horrific visage, the man screamed. The lion spread its jaws and lowered its head, bringing an end to the struggle.

    Straddling the dead man, the lion lifted its head high. Looking defiant and still unconquered, the creature bared its bloodied fangs while glaring at the masses of onlookers filling the rows to the heights.

    For a moment, Rayden feared that the majestic lion was the same as the one that she had freed from the Teveren camp in the north. Seeing an assortment of old scars all over its face and the darker hue of its mane, she came to realize it was not the same creature.

    Padding away from the corpse, the lion rallied again to continue its fight. Engaging new attackers, the lion slew two more hyenas and then another of the armed warriors.

    Receiving yet more wounds in the intense fighting, the lion showed signs of wearing down at last. Bleeding from a glut of wounds, the lion’s slowing movements reflected a beast that was finally nearing the end.

    Seeing the creature’s desperate fight for survival, it pained Rayden to witness the proud, bestial warrior suffering the withering onslaught of blades and fangs.

    Limping, and issuing one final, defiant roar, the lion hurled itself at a trio of approaching warriors; the armed men were the last of the humans still alive in the grisly melee.

    Mauling one from chest to gut, the lion exposed its sides to the blades of the other two men. Stabbing and slashing, they delivered the killing blows.

    The regal beast collapsed to the ground and lay still at last, bleeding from many wounds into the sands.

    The two men that had slain the lion had no time to celebrate their kill.

    Charging in fast, three lionesses assailed the pair. Leaping onto the men and bearing them to the ground, the lionesses tore into their bodies with fangs and claws. Both men met a swift, savage death.

    With the slaying of the two men, the fighting on the sands came to an end at last. A pensive stillness descended across the carcass-riddled ground.

    A throng of soldiers then emerged from one side of the pit. Shouting and banging their weapons upon the facing of their shields, they formed a wall and herded the few surviving lionesses toward the open gateway at the far end.

    Having the appearance of a veteran warrior, exhibiting a severely tattered right ear and a visible gash on her side, one of the lionesses turned and bared her fangs in defiance at the soldiers. The line of Teverens kept shouting, jabbing, and pressing forward behind their shields. The lioness roared once more, before exiting the sands of the arena.

    Knowing that the lionesses would be brought out until they were slain by other beasts or weapons, Rayden’s burdened heart filled with disgust. Loathing the nature of the arena already, Rayden found it difficult to keep her composure.

    At her side, Doros remained silent. The lines of tension visible along her jaw line gave ample evidence that she viewed the carnage in the same manner as Rayden.

    A small horde of slaves entered after the soldiers had removed the lionesses. Some bearing litters, the slaves worked to clear the pit of the corpses. The bodies of the three massive bulls had to be dragged out by teams of slaves using ropes.

    Along with the slaves, a conspicuous pair of robed figures emerged, taking up positions to either side of the tunnel. Raising their arms skyward, they appeared to be praying.

    “To the divinity of the Imperator!” a crier proclaimed in a booming voice. “To the glory and power of the Empire, all that takes place upon the sands is offered.”

    Drawn to the crier’s voice, Rayden found him positioned low and to the right, in the center of the arena. He stood within a projecting, extended section that had a partial covering to provide shade and shelter from rain.

    Around him, a number of prominent-looking men and women seated in chairs beheld the activity. Laughing and conversing amongst each other, several held cups, and small tables to the sides of their seats held an assortment of food items.

    Standing close behind each of the seated figures, many other men and women in much plainer attire displayed somber, attentive looks. Rayden saw one of them using a silver ewer to refill the golden cup of an older man occupying one of the seats.

    Several Teveren soldiers in gleaming, polished helms stood guard at both ends of the long section.

    Shaven of head and face, and attired in robes, the crier had the look of a priest, as did the two men with arms outstretched in the pit below.

    After the crier had finished his address, the pair of robed figures lowered their arms and departed through the tunnel. Behind them, the slaves continued to labor, ridding the pit of the remaining carnage.

    Once the slaves had finished with their gruesome task and exited the pit, the gate shut.

    Rayden stared at the empty sands, pondering what she had just witnessed. She had no desire to talk with anyone, including her companions.

    Around her, the crowd began getting restless, a sense of anticipation surging in the air.

    Following a short delay, a bevy of horns sounded.

    The crowd erupted, roaring its approval.

    The bars of the large, iron gate to the right rose slowly upward. Coming to a halt, the tapering ends of the bars made the tunnel look like a maw lined with jagged teeth.

    All eyes turned toward the dark opening.

    A few moments later, a man clad in a loincloth, holding nothing more than a short dagger in his right hand, stumbled into view from the shadowy interior. Entering the arena and looking around with the sheen of raw terror filling his eyes, he had none of the balance and poise of even an average warrior.

    Seeing the way that he carried his lone weapon, Rayden knew that the man had no proper training. She had no doubts that the Teverens did not intend for him to have a chance of leaving the arena alive.

    “Behold, the condemned murderer Magranius!” the crier announced, his voice projecting strong and echoing throughout the arena. “Magranius shall be offered up now for the divinity of the Imperator and the power and glory of the Empire.”

    A booming chorus of vitriol erupted at the announcement of the man’s criminal nature. Their faces becoming masks of hatred, most of the people filling the rows cursed and jeered at the condemned man.

    His face brimming with fear and panic, the man continued looking around at the hostile crowd.

    At the opposite end of the pit to Rayden’s left, the other iron gateway began lifting upward. The noise of the crowd lowered, and all eyes looked toward the open tunnel.

    Shambling out from the darkness, a massive form ambled into the arena. A titan among its kind, the brown-furred mountain bear set its gaze upon the man standing in the open ground, across a stretch of sand that would take little time to traverse.

    A boisterous uproar from the crowd greeted the mountain bear’s entrance. Rayden could sense a ravenous bloodlust rippling through the teeming thousands of onlookers.

    Lurching into motion, the bear charged across the sand toward the ill-fated man. Taking off at a run, the man hurried toward the wall behind him and then kept running along the edge of the pit.

    Shifting its course and bounding along the wall, the bear pursued its human quarry. The gap between beast and man dwindled fast.

    Casting glances over his shoulder, the man screamed, his distress drawing a deafening cheer from the audience.

    Gazing around, Rayden grew sicker inside.

    Everywhere that she looked, Rayden could see eager looks of anticipation on the faces of the spectators. They desired to see a fellow human torn apart, and she knew that their craving had nothing to do with the execution of justice.

    The man’s criminal status merely gave them a rationale for their hysteria. His condemnation excused their bloodlust.

    With the bear about to reach him, the terrified man suddenly leaped upward, trying in desperation to grab the top of the pit’s wall. Falling short, he tumbled back to the ground.

    The bear overtook him a moment later.

    Cries of raw terror turned into shrieks of agony as the bear thrashed the man’s body. Even after the man had fallen silent in death, the bear continued pulverizing his corpse.

    Engulfing the man’s head within its jaws, the bear ripped it free of the neck in one powerful wrenching of its jaws. Shaking its head and spraying blood and gore all around, the bear then flung the head to the side.

    The morbid display drew a euphoric reaction from the crowd.

    If the man had indeed been a murderer, then he deserved death, but what Rayden had just witnessed represented something other than justice. She could never countenance an execution being conducted in a manner intended for the entertainment of a crowd.

    Careful and patient, a group of soldiers standing shoulder to shoulder and using long spears cajoled the mountain bear back through the gateway that it had entered from. The moment that the enormous creature padded into the depths of the tunnel, the iron gate lowered back into place behind it.

    Exhibiting ritualistic behavior like before, two robed priests entered and stood to the side of the opposite tunnel, while a cluster of slaves gathered up the head and other remains of the slain criminal’s body.

    Rayden and Doros shared an extended look that made it clear that her companion had not derived any sort of pleasure from the events in the pit. Beyond Doros, Polybius had a somber expression, while Crassor looked sullen and morose.

    After a brief wait, the crier announced the next event in the same manner as he had done before, making an offering of the looming bloodshed to the divinity of the Imperator and power and glory of the Empire.

    In the next exhibition, a throng of condemned criminals in loincloths, armed with short blades or spears, found themselves pitted against a pair of well-trained warriors. The criminals entered the sands through the gate to the right, while the warriors entered through the left.

    Both of the warriors tall and muscular in build, one had a dark skin tone, with the other’s being light in hue. Announced as champions of the arena, the two were greeted with thunderous accolades.

    The dark-skinned warrior carried an oval-shaped hide shield and a distinctive spear, both of the types used in the lands across the sea and far to the south. Fur-tasseled upper arm and ankle bands decorated his brawny limbs.

    In his right hand, the other warrior gripped a wider, inward-curving blade, like those found in places like Thrakkia, one of the stronger kingdoms in the lands of Griaca to the east. A round, bronze-faced shield held in his left hand displayed the image of an eagle upon the polished surface.

    The warriors held the favor of the crowd from the outset.

    Rayden knew the outcome before the fighting even began. In her eyes, the exhibition was far more a massacre in nature than it was any true clash at arms.

    Despite having a significant advantage in numbers, the criminals stood no chance. Severing heads, ripping guts open, and hewing limbs off, the two warriors meted gruesome ends out to the criminals.

    Rayden could see the skillful pair extending the slaughter for the entertainment of the feverish, exhilarated audience. Honed and disciplined, the two fighters avoided broad openings offering easy kill strikes; instead waiting until they could deliver a more spectacular blow to one of their heavily outmatched opponents.

    Abandoning the brutal massacre in the grip of sheer terror, the last two criminals still alive had to be chased down before they were finished off.

    The spear-bearing warrior mounted the head of his last kill on the blade of his weapon. Thrusting the spear upward and standing tall, he displayed the ghastly trophy to the adulation of the crowd.

    After setting his shield and weapon down on the sand, the other warrior lifted the final criminal in his arms. Finishing the exhibition, the warrior dropped down and broke the man’s back on his right knee.

    The crowd reacted to the dramatic finish with a dizzying ebullience, filling the air with a rabid cacophony coursing with raw bloodlust.

    Striding side by side across the blood-spattered sand, the two warriors exited the pit through the tunnel to the left.

    Allies at the moment, they could well be facing each other across the same sands on another day. On such a day, only one of the two would leave the sands with breath in their lungs.

    Limbs, heads, and mutilated bodies were then collected up and carried from the arena, leaving numerous blood-stained patches on the ground behind. As before, two priests entered and raised their arms skyward.

    Everything within Rayden warned of a deeper purpose to the contests taking place before her. Underneath the public veneer, something very important to the Imperator and the sorcerers in league with him transpired.

    Once the pit had been cleared and a little time passed, a group of Teveren soldiers marched through the gateway to the right. Leading a large batch of ragged-looking men and women chained together, they headed toward the center of the arena.

    A cold wave of apprehension passed through Rayden at the sight. All around her, the crowd began cheering in heightening anticipation.

    The men and women being herded forward did not exhibit the harder edge of violent criminals. With several of them clutching onto each other, they looked far out of place on the sands of the pit.

    Horns blared and a call for silence followed, settling the exuberant crowd down.

    The voice of the crier then rang out to the heights of the arena.

    “Fools that refuse and deny the divinity of the Imperator will now be offered up to his divinity. In our next exhibition ... featuring creatures never before seen within the arena ... a greater sacrifice offered to the divinity of the Imperator, for your pleasure!”

    A jubilant frenzy met the announcement.

    Seeing the cruel, merciless expressions on the faces all around her, Rayden grew even more revolted at the spectacle. A part of her wished to get up and leave the arena right then, but another instinct told her to bear witness, no matter how difficult.

    Tears poured down the face of haggard-looking woman of middle years. An older man near to her dripped steadily from a soaked loincloth, having emptied his bladder in the grip of terror. Closing her eyes, a young woman in tattered garments trembled.

    Another young woman clutched onto a man of about her age. Hugging each other tight, both of them began to weep.

    The sight of their sorrow and fear brought a deep, burning agony into Rayden’s heart.

    She could do nothing.

    Surrounded by a mob of so many thousands, with no weapons, Rayden found herself helpless for the second time in the Imperial City to stop an evil about to take place. Powerless to intervene, she struggled to brace herself, a couple of tears sliding from the corners of her eyes and crawling down her face.

    The crystalline tears carried a blend of compassion for the victims and rage toward the Teverens; the wrath encompassing those providing the spectacle and the crowd taking pleasure from it.

    Rayden could not understand how any man or woman deemed human could take pleasure in the wretched display. Yet in a crowd of tens of thousands, she, Doros, Polybius, and Crassor were among a tiny handful not cheering.

    All that Rayden could do was bear witness and set her mind toward bringing an end to the vile displays through the vanquishing of the Imperator and those serving him.

    Two men within the group about to be slaughtered then caught Rayden’s eyes. Both had their arms stretched wide and their heads raised toward the sky. In a way, their manner resembled the behavior of priests.

    In stark contrast to all the others, the two men had placid expressions, devoid of all fear and anxiety. Looking unruffled in the face of the looming spectacle, they invoked Rayden’s memories.

    Rayden doubted her eyes for a moment, but the identities of the men manifested and remained unmistakable.

    She had last seen the enigmatic pair when walking with Hamilcar along the Boreus Way. The two men had been offering prayers over crucified slaves lining the notorious road for many leagues.

    Their presence had driven off the malevolent figure that had been skulking among the decaying bodies and stalking Rayden and Hamilcar. Mocking Rayden, and displaying an unnatural presence within, the possessed figure had shown no fear of her. Yet it had scurried off like a wild beast singed with fire in the face of the two priests.

    The other gateway then rattled open. Rayden tensed, and then she turned her head, wondering what kind of horror would emerge from the dark maw to her left.

    One after the other, a pack of grotesque creatures trotted out from the tunnel and continued onto the sands. Gasps and exclamations broke out through the crowd.

    Looking as if they had loped from the depths of a nightmare, the creatures snarled and growled, eyeing the captive group of humans at the center of the pit.

    Rayden leaned forward, staring at the strange beasts. She had never seen anything like them before, in any of the lands that she had traveled.

    Fanning out wide when they entered, a couple of the creatures passed close to Rayden, affording her a few moments to scrutinize their unfamiliar forms.

    Cadaverous gray in hue, the bizarre creatures had long, lean bodies with narrow limbs. Flatter in profile with upturned snouts, their visages looked akin to those of bats. A pair of large, triangular ears adorned their heads, set above eyes of solid black.

    A pronounced set of fangs accented the dense array of spiky teeth filling their broad jaws. A crest of coarse, black bristles ran down from the middle of their heads, continuing along the central ridge of their backs.

    At the ends of their forelegs, the beasts had extremities similar to elongated hands, each with six digits, one of them thumb-like.

    Their hind legs ended in a similar kind of structure, though larger and even more elongated in form.

    Behind the upper segment of their forelegs and the higher portion of their hind legs, the creatures had leathery membranes of skin spanning from limb to body. While not wings capable of flight, the four distinct sections of membrane looked well-suited for gliding.

    A few of the creatures in the forefront, nearing the chained humans, demonstrated another formidable trait. All twenty-four of their extremities, both in front and back, harbored retractable claws.

    Unsheathing the curving, sharp, prominent weapons, the lead creatures exhibited fearsome natural arsenals.

    Displaying great quickness, several of the creatures then bounded around the huddled mass of impending victims, surrounding the unfortunates completely.

    Watching the creatures encircling them, many of the men and women screamed and cried out, their pitiful utterances trailing off in the upper rows of an audience ravenous for the spilling of blood.

    All the while, the two priests that Rayden had recognized among the victims continued to hold their arms wide and gaze toward the skies above. An oasis of calm in a stark desert of terror, their demeanor in the face of such a horrific fate attested to something that reached far beyond the arena’s sands.

    Stepping forward, the beasts converged on the trapped, chained humans.

    The most fortunate among the hapless victims died swiftly.

    Some tried to strike at the beasts, making feeble attempts to fight them off. Drawing laughter and derision from the crowd, their efforts merely enraged the bizarre creatures, bringing savage attacks upon them.

    The two apparent priests continued with their quiet supplication after the carnage began, but they were not spared the doom of the others. If anything, the priests’ serenity appeared to ignite a fearsome wrath in the creatures assailing them.

    Claws grasping and driving deep into flesh, the beasts ripped the two men asunder, limb from limb. To Rayden’s eyes, it seemed as if the creatures sought to desecrate the two priests in the extreme, brutal manner of their slaying.

    Astonishingly, the two priests did not utter a single cry throughout their evisceration and dismemberment. Life slipped out of their bodies long before the creatures were finished with them, and little that could be recognized of the priests remained in the aftermath.

    When all of the humans had been slain, the creatures began to feed.

    Rayden could not believe what she was witnessing. The maniacal crowd cheered beasts consuming the flesh of fellow human beings.

    A line of soldiers in shining helms, breastplates, and greaves issued through the gate to the right and formed up, shield to shield, with a second line getting into place a few strides behind them. All of the soldiers in both ranks held long spears. After getting into position, the soldiers started marching across the sand, yelling and shouting.

    The beasts gorging themselves at the center began moving away from the bodies at the approaching wall of shields and spears. While reluctant to be parted from their feast of flesh, most of the strange beasts funneled into the tunnel exit on the other side of the pit.

    Turning and issuing a grating screech, one of the beasts suddenly bounded toward the oncoming soldiers.

    Leaping high, the beast glided through the air and cleared the first row of soldiers. A couple of the soldiers in the second row caught the beast on their spears and brought it to the ground. Other soldiers thrust their weapons at the beast, opening up many wounds.

    Before it succumbed to the spears lancing into its body, the creature wounded a couple of the soldiers, leaving them bleeding from severe lacerations. The injuries of the soldiers drew more than a few cheers from the crowd.

    “I have had far enough of this,” Rayden vented, her voice sounding just above a whisper. She had seen all that she could take.

    “No more,” Doros added in a low voice. “I want to get away from this place.”

    Polybius leaned over and said to Doros and Rayden in a low voice, “Go, both of you ... I do not wish to stay, but I must remain for appearances, but you can be excused as foreigners.”

    Tightly clenched jaws and a reddened flush on the glaring face of Crassor spoke loud enough regarding his thoughts of the bloody spectacle.

    Rayden and Doros nodded to Polybius, the crowds around them continuing to applaud the events in the pit.

    Unable to stomach any more massacres of innocent people, Rayden got to her feet and worked her way down to an aisle leading to a tunnel exit. Doros followed her close behind.

    Polybius, with Crassus posing as his slave, remained in place. Rayden knew that Polybius’ words had not been patronizing. Both of the men would much rather have departed with her and Doros.

    Rayden paid little attention to those around her as she walked through the long tunnel and exited the arena. Coming to a stop a short distance outside the hulking edifice, Rayden took a few deep breaths.

    “I can not undo what I have seen, but it shows us what we fight against,” Rayden declared. “It gives me further understanding of our enemy’s nature. I know one thing with certainty. We must prevail.”

    “What I saw will haunt many nights, for years to come,” Doros replied in a sympathetic air. “To think that people cheer so loud for such cruelty.”

    “It takes strength to accept scars of memory but know that what we witnessed makes clearer the existence of a deeper, darker purpose to all of this,” Rayden replied, returning to the things that she had pondered while in the stands. She recalled the words of the crier, just before the massacre.

    ‘... a greater sacrifice offered to the divinity of the Imperator...!’

    Rayden did not think that the words ‘sacrifice’ and ‘offered’ had been idly chosen.

    Something venomous and powerful lurked just beneath the words. Laying claim to the wickedness on display to tens of thousands, it fed upon the malignant energies generated.

    “A purpose?” Doros asked Rayden, her brow furrowing. “Beyond favor of the people?”

    Rayden nodded. “Yes, something more. Much more. This is one vast ritual, just like the man hurled to the eels and the other skinned alive were smaller ones. Everything in this city is connected. It is a city of wicked rituals.”

    “Empowering the enemy in an unseen way,” Doros stated, nodding her head.

    “Rituals of power ... hidden in the sight of all,” Rayden replied. “This arena ... is nothing more than a giant altar for multitudes of blood sacrifices.”

    An expression of stunned amazement manifested on Doros’ face. She did not speak for several moments.

    “Who knows what they prepare in the shadows,” Doros replied in a subdued voice, looking daunted at Rayden’s assertion.

    “The tribes will need more than strength of arms to overcome the Imperator,” Rayden declared, staring back toward the arena. “Other kinds of help will be needed. The sorcery that is being worked must be countered.”

    Another roar from the crowd poured from the massive structure. As if startled from the noise, a couple of large rats scurried across the stones paving the area that Rayden stood upon.

    Exhaling once more, Rayden glanced toward Doros. “Let us get away from here and find our way back. I want no more of this ... but a stop along the way to get some drink would be welcome.”

    “I would find that welcome too,” Doros said, nodding, and the two began walking away from the arena and its frenzied occupants.

    Striding past a gleaming fountain of white marble, Rayden eyed the arching streams of water coming from an elaborate display of sculpted figures at the center. Cooling the air, the sparkling arcs accented a merry scene of smiling, naked women frolicking in the surf of some unknown ocean. Rayden could almost hear laughter coming from the stone figures.

    Rayden eyed a few columns ahead topped with shining bronze statuary. A proud-looking warrior stood vigil with sword and shield in hand. Dressed in loose robes, a regal-looking man had his right arm outstretched with the palm of his left hand pressed to the middle of his chest, as if in the midst of giving an oration. Wearing breastplate and greaves, another majestic figure beyond cast an unblinking gaze northward.

    Finding it difficult to match the beautiful, striking displays in the fountain and statues with the wanton bloodlust and cruelty that she had just experienced, Rayden mused about how the Teverens considered her, Doros, and Crassor to be crude barbarians.

    Little could be more barbarous than what took place within the Teverens’ great arena. All of the elaborate temples, baths, statuary, mosaics, and paintings in the world could not drape the veneer of civility over such loathsome savagery.

    Hearing some boisterous laughter and loud banter ahead, Rayden looked in the direction of the voices and saw a tavern on the right side of the street.

    “Here is where we stop,” she announced.

    “I have gained a great thirst myself,” Doros replied. “You will find no argument from me.”

    Rayden waited for a group of slaves bearing a litter to pass before crossing the narrow street.

    Once inside, she found an open table with stools along the right side. After she and Doros had taken seats there, a young woman from the tavern attended them.

    A little heavyset, the black-haired tavern girl had a pleasant demeanor. Rayden followed her advice regarding a type of wine said to be difficult to get under normal circumstances. The girl lamented that the ongoing war would make it and many other types of wine all but impossible to replace, at least until the fighting had concluded.

    Ordering cups for herself and Doros, Rayden watched the serving girl walk off.

    Close by, a few men shouted in response to a tumble of the bone dice that they had been gambling with. A groan from one and a raucous cheer from the other proclaimed who had gotten the better of the toss.

    An older man sitting alone in a corner stared in silence at the cup before him. Barely moving, the grim look on his sunken face told of a man drowning his sorrows in wine.

    At another table, a group of men listened to one of their number telling a story about some exploits of his as a soldier. Boastful in tone, he elicited a lively response from his companions, who all raised their cups high to him.

    The tavern had a far different feel than the one overseen by Stramma and his brotherhood. Located close to the arena, its patronage likely had a far greater variance to those anchored within a more residential district of the city.

    Outside, the bustling activity of the city continued to stream past the tavern. Rayden could not imagine living among such a swarm of motion, day after day, and year after year.

    The serving girl returned and set down two earthenware cups, both filled to the brim with a deep red wine.

    Telling the serving girl to wait for a moment, Rayden quaffed her first cup down in one draught, ordering another right after. The girl smiled cheerfully, took the empty cup, and strode away.

    A few eyes glanced in the direction of Rayden and Doros, with some of the attention from male patrons more libidinous in nature, but no one chose to bother them.

    For their sakes, Rayden was glad that the men stayed to themselves. In the wake of the arena, she knew that her temper would be short when it came to a provocation from Teverens.

    Drinking together, as the light of day passed from the late afternoon into the gloaming of dusk, Rayden and Doros spoke together about a number of things. Their conversation ranged from tales of Doros’ family to a few of Rayden’s more harrowing travels.

    A dish of seasoned pork and an assortment of stewed vegetables staved off a few pangs of hunger. Though simple, Rayden found the small meal satisfying.

    She could not begrudge the Teverens when it came to food. The more that Rayden partook of Teveren fare, the more she appreciated just how much variety it contained.

    Tables emptied and filled back up again, with the old man in the corner the only tavern patron remaining in place besides Doros and Rayden. Other than a short fight breaking out between a pair of inebriated men, nothing eventful occurred, much to Rayden’s preference.

    Rayden needed the extended respite at that moment.

    Nursing cups of wine, Rayden let the toxic gloom infecting her spirit seep out. There would be time enough to revisit the things she had experienced earlier that day.

    Not long after night had fallen, Rayden and Doros got up and left the tavern. Having paced herself well-enough after the first cup of wine, Rayden had not lost hold of her balance or faculties for the way back.

    A few roguish-looking individuals peered at them from the shadows of nooks and alleys but did not attempt to waylay them. A pair of foreign women carrying weapons at night proved enough of a deterrent to overcome any temptations they may have harbored.

    Wafting from uncountable cook fires and braziers within the lofty tenements, the scent of burning wood accented the evening air. A few wagons and carts trundled along the streets, the first budding signs of the night traffic that would blossom across the city in little time.

    When Rayden finally reached their quarters, entered her chamber, and lay down on her mattress, sleep evaded her at first. Alone, thoughts of the day percolated once more, troubling her spirit to its most intimate depths.

    Lying in the dark and staring up at the ceiling, Rayden had one small request for any merciful god that would listen.

    With all of her heart, she desired the brief refuge of a dreamless night’s sleep.

    The faces of the two priests and the people chained together with them arose in her thoughts once more. The monstrosities that had slain them pervaded her mind in a cascade of vivid imagery.

    Rayden could still hear the crowd baying for the blood of the chained victims.

    A few more tears slipped from her eyes, running down the sides of her face to the soft pillow that her head lay upon. Alone in the darkness, she wept for the innocents.

    Turning onto her left side a little later, she curled up and focused on her breathing, trying to drive the tormenting memories away. For a long while she did not succeed, but gradually the horrid visions began receding as her weariness mounted.

    At long last falling into the depths of sleep, Rayden lost consciousness, her exhaustion finally overcoming her unsettled mind.

    Whether an act of mercy or protection involving some unknown deity, or sheer chance, no dreams of blood-soaked arena sands teeming with stark displays of death haunted her that night.

    

  
    CHAPTER 4

    

    Opening her window shutters, Rayden looked out upon the sea of mist engulfing the Imperial City. A new day had arrived, bringing along with it great potential to learn more about the city and its people.

    After tending to bodily needs and breaking her night’s fast on some bread, cheese, grapes, and a little wine, Rayden found Polybius in the room to the right of the entrance. Seated in the chair behind the table, he leaned over the surface with an intent expression.

    Dipping a quill feather into a little jar, he scribbled upon a sheet of parchment. Looking up and seeing Rayden, Polybius smiled.

    “A good new day to you, Rayden,” he greeted her, looking to be in a buoyant mood. “I thought I would get some practice in at letters, before the day unfolded.”

    “What do your words say?” Rayden replied, looking down at the parchment.

    “Nothing much,” he answered, chuckling. “A few words about the morning sun in an attempt to construct a poem. It will take a little more work.”

    “A good poem is like a smooth wine for the ears,” Rayden replied, smiling at him. “You will have to share it with me when it is finished.”

    “You will be one of the first,” Polybius responded, grinning.

    “What does the day hold for us?” Rayden asked, curious about his ideas.

    “Something far more enjoyable than what we went through yesterday,” Polybius answered. “We cannot have two days in a row of that. Today, we will go to the baths. A proper Teveren goes daily, and I have been remiss in attending. Come with me, it will be a pleasant experience for you. I am sure of it.”

    “I have scouted the walls and gates,” Rayden said. “I would like to study them a little more, but that can wait if you see some importance in these baths.”

    “I think that a sojourn to the baths today would be good for all of us,” Polybius responded, his countenance growing serious. “We had our fill of dark things in our visit to the arena yesterday.”

    “It is nothing more than an enormous sacrificial altar,” Rayden told him, frowning. “A vast temple of blood sacrifice.”

    “Doros spoke with me about your conclusion,” Polybius replied. “If that is true, it is troubling. Even dismaying.”

    “They have created sources of power for their sorcery, everywhere in this city,” Rayden responded. “The tribes bring enough warriors to counter several legions, but what is there to oppose this?”

    “I cannot say,” Polybius replied in a low voice, looking away from her.

    “A way must be found,” Rayden declared, her words coursing with determination.

    “Then it is even better to go to the baths today,” Polybius said, bringing his eyes back to her. “It is a place to clear the mind and think.”

    “Sounds promising to me, and needed,” Rayden told him, thinking of her difficulty gaining sleep the previous evening.

    Polybius inserted the quill in the jar and stood up. “Then let all of us go. We will first need to purchase a few clothing items to align with custom.”

    “A visit to the markets would also be a welcome thing,” Rayden replied.

    “Then let us not tarry long here,” Polybius said, his lips spreading into a smile. “Let the day begin, and may it be one we can find some enjoyment!”

    

    ***

    

    The aroma of burning wood thickened the nearer that they drew to an enormous compound of buildings surrounded by an outer wall. A cluster of smoke columns, all of the same size and pattern, reached skyward from farther inside.

    “Astounding,” Doros commented, staring upward.

    “Not something you get to see every day,” Rayden replied to her, watching the dense coils of smoke spiraling upward.

    “It is another construct of the Imperator’s,” Polybius remarked. “Nothing to rival it that I have ever heard of.”

    “I have been to Teveren baths,” Crassor stated. “None of them were of this scale. This is something like no other.”

    “Keep your ears open inside,” Polybius said. “This is where the most powerful in the city come every day, and a great amount of business is conducted here. It is a place to enjoy, but there is abundant opportunity. Tidings, rumors, secrets ... a trove abounds for those who listen.”

    Rayden nodded. “We will follow your lead in here, Polybius, but we must all remain alert and attentive.”

    Grand arches marked the entryways into the massive bath complex. Some entering and others leaving, large numbers of men and women strolled through the arches.

    Those exiting had a relaxed, refreshed air about them. For Rayden, the sight of them boded well for her impending experience.

    Polybius paused to give a few coins over to one of several plain-clad attendants standing at the entrance.

    Following Polybius, Rayden and the others strode through one of the arches and gained their first sights of what lay beyond the outer walls.

    Slowing to a halt, Rayden stared at a gigantic pool of water, filling a greater portion of the vast, open courtyard before her. The sun’s rays gleamed brilliantly off the clear water’s surface.

    Holding a depth of about waist-high to a man of average height, the pool contained a multitude of people. Wading and conversing, with some splashing each other and indulging in playful displays, the men and women in the water looked to be enjoying each other’s company within the splendid, irenic environment.

    Gazing upon the pool’s occupants, Rayden found it hard to believe that they came from the same populace craving the spectacles of violent death in the arena the day before. More than likely, a few of those within her view had been in the stands, screeching for bloodletting.

    A portico spanned the left side of the courtyard, with what looked to be half-domed structures in the corners. Several alcoves in the wall were occupied with individuals or small groups, and the faint sounds of a stringed instrument carried through the air from that direction. A group in one alcove broke out into applause as a speaker concluded an oration.

    Archways led into a massive edifice looming at the rear of the pool.

    Through a colonnade to the right spread a colorful sea of flowers, trees, statuary, and fountains. The bounteous garden beckoned to Rayden with promises of repose and tranquility.

    Men and women strolled beneath the boughs of trees abundant with colorful blossoms. Others laughed and talked while sitting upon stone benches and the edges of fountains, the latter’s water glittering in the embrace of the sun.

    “We will start here,” Polybius declared, leading them toward the building at the back of the pool.

    Engaging in another exchange involving a slave attendant, Polybius paid for their garments to be looked over. Then, they separated briefly, with Doros and Rayden entering one area to disrobe and change, while Polybius and Crassor entered another.

    Rayden and Doros donned narrow stretches of cloth that wrapped about their upper bodies and covered their breasts. Their lower garment consisted of a variant to the loincloth worn by men. The different clothing piqued Rayden’s curiosity over what was to come.

    Crassor and Polybius wore nothing more than loincloths when they regrouped in the courtyard with the pool.

    “I suppose it is now time to experience the baths,” Polybius addressed the others with a grin.

    “Where do we begin?” Rayden asked, looking around.

    “We can get a little exercise first, if you would like,” Polybius replied. “Let me show you.”

    Rayden and the others followed Polybius into an arcaded passage on the side of the building where they had just changed cloths.

    Walking along the arcade, they passed several niches where others were occupied in a variety of activities. Slave attendants bearing food and drink navigated about the people in the recessed spaces, offering refreshment.

    From fierce debates to performances of music and the giving of speeches, a number of options beckoned to passersby.

    “Do not let appearances deceive you in here,” Polybius remarked in a lower voice as they walked close together. “This may look like a place for idleness and indulgence, but it is where important matters are conducted and decided upon.”

    “I can imagine,” Rayden replied, taking notice of the number of small groups engaged in intensive conversations. “It looks like a place that makes it easy for one to think and talk.”

    “Never have I seen the like,” Doros added, gazing around with a look of amazement.

    “Even the Imperator is known to visit these baths, in person,” Polybius added.

    Sunlight pouring through the columns beckoned to another large courtyard just ahead. Rayden could hear shouts, grunts, claps, and other sounds of activity coming from it as they neared.

    Peering into the open space, Rayden took in the sight of numerous men and a few women engaged in physical exercise and athletic contests of all kinds.

    In one area, several men and a woman lifted stone weights. In another, a trio of men played a game involving the hurling of leather-covered balls at each other while standing at equal distances apart. In yet another area, pairs of men competed in wrestling contests, their bodies slick with oil and sweat.

    “Here we can get a little exercise before we relax in the waters of the baths,” Polybius announced.

    Turning to Doros, Rayden grinned. “I think this spot could be enjoyable.”

    “I agree,” Doros replied, looking off into another part of the courtyard. “I would like to explore this place.”

    “I am wanting to give my muscles a little work, and Crassor will be able to participate too,” Polybius said, gazing toward the area with the stone weights.

    “I think we will all find something to do here,” Crassor stated.

    “Then I will find something to get myself into,” Rayden told her companions. “Go and choose something to your liking!”

    Polybius stretched his arms wide. “I have already made my decision.”

    “As have I,” Crassor responded.

    “A few things catch my eye, but I will settle on one soon enough,” Doros added, looking around.

    Doros, Polybius, and Crassor strode away. Doros approached the part of the courtyard with the larger group games, while Polybius and Crassor walked straight toward the stone weights.

    So many options lay before Rayden.

    Hearing the thump of fists on a stuffed canvas sack, Rayden observed a young man throwing a barrage of punches for a few moments. Sweat glistened on his arms and shoulders, and it looked like he had been training for awhile.

    About to start in his direction, Rayden stopped herself, catching movement at the edge of her peripheral vision.

    A tall, broad-shouldered woman approached Rayden.

    Her black hair pulled back in a long, thick braid, she had an intense look embedded within her dark brown eyes. Her limbs displayed an excellent muscle tone that heralded the presence of considerable physical strength.

    “You are a foreigner ... you look barbarian,” the woman said in a mid-toned voice. Nothing more than a declaration, her words carried no traces of insult. “But surely, you are not of the hordes descending upon the city.”

    Looking her in the eyes, Rayden replied in an even tone. “I am a foreigner and of a tribe to the north, but I am Alettani, allies of the Teveren Empire.”

    “You have the air of a warrior about you,” the woman declared. “Do you fight in war?”

    “I do,” Rayden stated.

    “I am prevented from fighting in the legions, but here there are no such rules,” the woman responded. “Would you agree to a match in wrestling? I have few challenges from fellow women, but you look like you would test my ability.”

    “I would enjoy a chance to measure my own skills,” Rayden answered without hesitation. “You look strong.”

    The woman smiled. “That is good to hear. I regard myself so.”

    “What are the rules of this match,” Rayden asked, unsure of Teveren customs in such a circumstance.

    “The match will go until one of us submits,” the woman said. “It is a contest of grappling ... no striking.”

    “I consent to that,” Rayden replied, nodding.

    The trace of a grin formed on the woman’s wide lips. “You are a gift from the gods. I had feared not finding an opponent today.”

    “I am pleased that I can allay your fears,” Rayden replied with a grin.

    “Come with me, there is a good space for a match over there,” the woman said, gesturing to an open area within the sprawling, sand-covered courtyard.

    “What is your name?” the woman asked as they walked toward the space together.

    “Rayden.”

    “I am Ingassa,” the woman introduced herself. “I live in the city helping my father, a butcher of swine.”

    “Labor that requires strength,” Rayden observed.

    Ingassa nodded. “It is fortunate for him that I grew strong. My two brothers fight in the legions and can not help him.”

    “It sounds like it is good you are here for him,” Rayden said.

    “It is, and he has needed me,” Ingassa stated, though something about the look in her eyes told Rayden that the woman viewed her position as a familial duty alone. She exhibited no signs of desire for the occupation that her father had pursued.

    Nearing the designated space, Ingassa held up a pouch and took a couple of small bronze vials out. She handed one over to Rayden.

    “This will add a little more challenge to our match,” Ingassa told her. “Nothing more than an oil for the skin.”

    “You come well prepared to this place,” Rayden remarked. “You even have two vessels.”

    “Both must apply the oil, or it should not be used at all,” Ingassa said. “Not all who come here carry it with them, so I bring an additional vessel along with me.”

    “Your forethought makes possible a purer contest of skill,” Rayden replied in an amiable fashion.

    “Which is a better way for one’s true ability to be measured,” Ingassa said.

    “Agreed,” Rayden responded, impressed with the woman’s mindset.

    Ingassa then removed her tunic, revealing garb similar to Rayden beneath. Removing the wood stopper from her vial, she poured some of the contents into her left palm and rubbed her hands together.

    Rayden did likewise.

    Slicking their skin with oils to make gripping flesh more difficult, the two prepared for the bout. A few onlookers began to gather in the vicinity, though they kept a comfortable distance from the contestants.

    For her size, Ingassa moved with considerable speed. From the outset, the Teveren woman demonstrated excellent ability.

    More than once, Rayden found herself in momentary peril, only to escape the hold and apply one of her own to her skillful opponent.

    Initiative and advantage shifted back and forth between them, with concentrated bursts of energy and stretches of prolonged strain. Breathing hard, Ingassa and Rayden exerted themselves using legs and arms to counter and flip each other over. The skin oil made every hold more difficult, their slippery body surfaces proving helpful in evasions time and time again.

    Ingassa exhibited a resilient, determined warrior’s heart throughout the contest.

    At last, Rayden slipped around Ingassa and locked a firm chokehold onto her. Refusing to concede the contest, the tenacious woman continued to struggle, doing all that she could to break the iron hold upon her.

    Her movements slowed, bit by bit, but Ingassa did not surrender. At last, Rayden sensed her opponent’s body become limp and she relaxed her taut hold at once.

    A smattering of cheers broke out from the spectators that had assembled nearby.

    Releasing the hold fully, Rayden clutched the woman and prevented her from falling to the ground.

    “Wake up, Ingassa!” Rayden exclaimed, smacking her lightly on the face. “Wake up!”

    After a few moments of further cajoling, the woman’s eyes fluttered open. Taking several breaths, Ingassa said nothing at first.

    “I had never been beaten,” the woman finally stated in a leaden tone, a melancholy look within her eyes. “That includes some matches that I have had with men.”

    “You are a warrior, Ingassa,” Rayden told her, smiling, sweat dripping from her own body. She helped Ingassa into a sitting position. “It is an honor to have you as an opponent.”

    “Rayden, you are gracious in victory,” the woman said, her breathing now steady and relaxed. “Are all the women where you are from like you?”

    Rayden shook her head and grinned. “No, you would fare well in contests like the one we had in the lands that I am from.”

    “That is good to hear,” Ingassa replied, though her eyes still conveyed great dejection with the outcome.

    Looking around, Rayden espied Polybius and Crassor among those lifting the stone weights, while Doros had joined in with some women running about with hoops. All three of her companions appeared to be immersed in their pursuits and she had no desire to interrupt them.

    “It does not look like my companions are finished yet,” Rayden said, turning back toward Ingassa.

    “A long time can pass by you in here before you realize it,” Ingassa remarked. “Is one of your friends the dark-haired one in the lead of those with the hoops?”

    “Yes,” Rayden answered. “Her name is Doros.”

    “I have learned today that the Alettani women have great physical ability,” Ingassa commented, continuing to watch Doros. “If the women of the other northern tribes are similar, then we face a far more dangerous adversary than I thought.”

    Rayden could see the shadow of worry passing across Ingassa’s face. She reflected the fear of most people in a time of war.

    Ingassa, and most all living inside the walls of the Imperial City, just wanted to go about their days without disruption. They did not share the minds of the wealthy and powerful in seeking new lands to exploit, conquer, and subjugate.

    Yet those like Ingassa would pay the most terrible price if the storms of war were set loose in full fury through the streets of the city. The thought filled Rayden’s heart with sadness, but the war to overcome the Imperator had to be waged.

    To allow the Imperator to continue would be to doom the people of many lands.

    “May this conflict pass swiftly and see few come to harm,” Rayden told Ingassa.

    Ingassa looked into Rayden’s eyes. “I do not think that it will be so, but when the moment comes, I will show that I am a warrior.”

    Rayden nodded and replied in a low voice. “I know that you will.”

    A smile with a bittersweet edge spread slowly across Ingassa’s lips. “I have only met you this day, but I sense a kinship between us. If the gods had chosen differently, we might have been sisters.”

    Rayden smiled. “I am not one to understand the ways of gods.”

    “I am not either,” Ingassa said. Her voice then lifted, and a spark returned to her eyes. “What do you say to getting cleaned off! We are both well-covered in dust, sand and sweat!”

    “It sounds good to me,” Rayden replied, standing up. “But guide me, the Alettani do not have any places such as this.”

    “Then I will help you,” Ingassa said, getting up to her feet. “Follow me.”

    Ingassa led Rayden over to an area of the arcade running along one side of the courtyard, where a number of slaves attended to men and women finished with their physical activity.

    Using his hands, a slave rubbed sand on Rayden’s skin, spreading it all over her body. Working the gritty handfuls down her arms, legs, back, and torso, the slave created a layer of sand grains clinging to sweat and body oil. Taking out a small implement that had the appearance of a knife, the slave carefully scraped the sand off, taking the sweat and oil along with it.

    When the slave had finished with the thorough task, Rayden found herself in a refreshed state with her skin cleansed.

    “Feels so good, does it not?” Ingassa asked, when the slave tending to her had completed his work.

    “Very good,” Rayden answered.

    “Now, it is time for the baths,” Ingassa said.

    “I had better wait for my companions,” Rayden told her, looking back to the courtyard.

    Ingassa looked a little disappointed at her response. “I have to go inside and see to a bath, as I have to return to my father soon. He will need a little more help before this day is over.”

    “At the markets?” Rayden asked.

    Ingassa nodded. “Only I like dealing with buyers less than he does. Always arguing to pull another coin or two back from the price.”

    “I can imagine,” Rayden said, having no doubt that haggling became an insulting and irritating experience for many sellers.

    “It is an honor to have met you, Rayden,” Ingassa stated. “Thank you for the contest, though you bested me. I shall pray to the gods that our paths cross again one day.”

    “It is my hope that they do, too,” Rayden said. She extended her arm out, palm open. “In the manner of many in the north, let us acknowledge each other as warriors before we part.”

    A little hesitant, Ingassa mimicked Rayden’s gesture.

    Rayden clasped the woman’s forearm, and she returned the grip a moment later.

    Elation swelled within Ingassa’s eyes when they let go. “Thank you, Rayden.”

    “You earned it, Ingassa,” Rayden said.

    The surface of Ingassa’s eyes glistened. “May the gods have you in their favor, always.”

    Turning, Ingassa strode away, a little abrupt in manner. Rayden took no offense at the parting, suspecting that the Teveren woman did not wish for her to see an outburst of raw emotion.

    Rayden turned around to watch her companions. She did not have much longer to wait before the others concluded their exercise. At Polybius’ lead, they went through the process involving the slaves and sand scraping.

    When all of them had finished, they gathered together.

    “It is now time for you to experience the baths themselves,” Polybius declared.

    “So far, all of this has been pleasant,” Rayden replied, taking one more look around the open space with its flurry of activity.

    Walking together, the four companions left the courtyard behind and continued into the main building.

    

    ***

    

    Marble columns of various colors soared upward, supporting cross-vaulted ceilings painted in bright, vivid colors. Large windows set high on the walls allowed the sun’s rays to flood into the huge, rectangular chamber.

    Small, circular pools, ringed with a couple of steps beneath the surface for immersing and sitting, occupied spaces along the right and left sides of the room.

    A light, veiling mist filled the room, and the robust heat permeating the air clung to Rayden from the moment that she stepped into the spacious chamber. After a few moments, sweat beads began forming on her skin.

    Most of the pools had a full compliment of occupants. Rayden and her companions had to endure a short delay until a few men climbed out from one of the pools and cleared enough space for all of them to sit together.

    The water hot to the touch, Rayden lowered herself into the pool slowly, easing onto one of the ringing steps. Acclimating to the heat, she looked across at a pair of women whose appearances proclaimed their higher status.

    Both had colorful facial makeup and ornate hairstyles, the latter displaying ascending layers of curls that rose to a point. The hair of the woman to the left had been dyed crimson, while the hair of the one to the right was a natural, deep black.

    Polybius exchanged a few pleasantries with the women as he got situated in place.

    “Where are your companions from?” the crimson-haired one asked him in a casual tone, eyeing Doros and Rayden.

    “Alettani, allies of the Teveren Empire, from the north,” Polybius answered her. “They helped me reach the city when the barbarians swept down from the far north. Kept me safe.”

    “It is said the barbarians are nearing the city walls,” the other woman stated. “Maybe another day or two before they arrive.”

    “Dire tidings indeed,” Polybius replied, sounding concerned.

    The crimson-haired woman laughed. “My husband is an officer in the Imperial Legion. There is nothing to fear.”

    “I would love to hear some good tidings,” Polybius replied. “I was forced to flee my home in the north with the barest of warnings.”

    “Peronnius will pull his legions inside, and when Marus’ legions get here, the barbarians will find themselves trapped,” the crimson-haired woman replied. “Teveren jaws will grind the mongrels apart.”

    “Do not forget the Imperial fleets either,” the dark-haired woman added. “Word has been sent to recall them. Another force will arrive by sea, soon enough.”

    Both of the women brimmed with confidence, with no trace of worry in their eyes or voice.

    “You are certain of this?” Polybius asked.

    The dark-haired woman laughed. “Her husband may be an officer in the Imperial Legion, but mine is on the Imperial Council.”

    “You will find no envy from me, as long as I get to visit you on your coastal estate when the barbarians are crushed,” the crimson-haired woman stated to her friend in a merry tone.

    “Perhaps select a few choice male slaves from the captives taken,” the dark-haired woman replied, a lascivious gleam flashing in her eyes. “At my expense, of course. We are dear friends, after all.”

    “That would be so delightful,” the other responded with an excited air.

    “It will be enough for me just to return home,” Polybius remarked.

    “You have no idea of what you are missing,” the dark-haired woman stated. Both she and her friend chortled.

    The two women returned to conversing among themselves.

    Her gaze following the green and yellow marble columns upward, Rayden gazed at the cross vaults spanning the ceiling high above. Light streamed through the windows just beneath the colorful, intertwining patterns covering the vaults like a host of vines abundant with blooms.

    It did not take long for the sweat beading on the surface of Rayden’s forehead to begin trickling down her face and shoulders. While the air remained thicker to the lungs from the heat and vapor pervading the long chamber, the bite of the water ebbed as her body acclimated to its touch.

    Not long after, the two women excused themselves and got out of the pool. Slipping their feet into wooden clogs and toweling themselves off, they strolled down the length of the chamber.

    Watching them go, Rayden thought about the tidings they had gleaned from the women about Marus, a Teveren fleet, and Peronnius. Polybius had been right. A lot could be learned while in the baths, for those who chose to listen.

    A couple of older men took the place vacated by the women.

    Looking across, one man’s eyes spread wide in response to the sight of Rayden and Doros.

    “Barbarians?” he exclaimed, and a glimmer of fear danced within his eyes. “What are barbarians doing here?”

    “They are of the Alettani, allies of the Imperator,” Polybius explained quickly. “Nothing to worry yourself over.”

    The man’s friend replied. “You will have to forgive his alarm. He barely reached the city. The swarms of vermin from the north were close on his heels.”

    “It is understandable, I came from the north myself,” Polybius replied in a polite manner. “My vineyards are up there, just outside of Trasterro. These two helped me reach the city in safety.”

    “Dark times have befallen us, but we must put our faith in the Imperator,” the other man declared.

    His agitated friend nodded, but said nothing, casting a few anxious glances at Rayden and Doros.

    As if taking the older man’s discomfort as a cue, Polybius looked to Rayden, Doros, and Crassor. “I think it is time we cooled ourselves off!”

    Nodding to the two men, Polybius stood up. Rayden got out of the pool, slipping her feet into wooden clogs and taking up a soft, woolen towel.

    Polybius then led them down the chamber, between the pools.

    “We have had plenty enough heat … but know that we have not been in the hottest place inside here,” Polybius told the others. “Come with me, for a few moments.”

    He guided them down a narrow passage into a circular room filled with a near-blistering heat. It held no pools, but instead had alcoves arranged around the perimeter with places for sitting. A few people, pouring with sweat, looked up to them from where they sat.

    Rayden and the others walked back out. Having no desire to stay in that room, she judged that the heat was so great that her feet would have burned were it not for the wooden clogs.

    “Not where I desire to spend time,” Polybius quipped when they emerged from the passage to the hot room.

    “I can see why,” Rayden said.

    Polybius guided them down a short hallway into an even more capacious, rectangular chamber, arrayed in a similar fashion to the one they had left behind. Cold air greeted Rayden, enveloping her body and draping its soothing, cool touch all over her skin.

    This time, they found an unoccupied pool to sit together in. Rayden eased into the frigid water, soaking in the chill.

    Polybius closed his eyes and looked a little ill at first.

    “What ails you?” Rayden asked him, becoming concerned fast.

    “It happens to many, going from hot to cold,” Polybius replied, keeping his eyes shut and breathing deep. “I will be fine. Give me a moment.”

    Rayden kept an eye on him while they sat together. No others joined them, there being plenty of pools and space for the other visitors to the chamber.

    At long last, they climbed out of the icy waters and dried off again.

    After leaving the colder pools behind, Polybius took them through another corridor to a large space filled with marble-topped, rectangular tables. All over the area, slaves attended men and woman lying lengthwise upon the surfaces.

    “What is this?” Rayden asked him.

    “Something you will enjoy,” Polybius told her. “Allow them to work upon your body, and you will see. Trust me in this.”

    Slaves guided Doros, Rayden, and Polybius to open tables. At a gesture from the female slave with her, Rayden disrobed and climbed up onto the table, emulating those near to her.

    Lying flat on her belly upon the marble surface, Rayden sighed when the woman attending to her began kneading her taut muscles and applying oils to her skin. The blended oils gave off a pleasant aroma, making each intake of breath something to savor. Closing her eyes, Rayden listened to the light smacking of hands on skin at the other tables.

    The strong fingers working on her body hurt a little in some places, but the aftermath left Rayden with supple, loosened muscles and a relaxed, dreamy state. The entire process took some time, and Rayden had to muster additional willpower to get up from the table, when all had been concluded.

    One look at Doros, who had been on a table close to Rayden, told her that she had been through a similar experience.

    “We will sleep well tonight,” Rayden said, walking up to Doros and proceeding out of the area with her.

    “I have no doubts,” Doros replied, her eyelids drooping. “I am drowsy already.”

    “Give us a couple cups of wine and we could take to sleep right here,” Rayden said, grinning.

    Finding a bench on the outskirts of the place with the marble tables, the two women sat down and waited. Continuing in her blissful state, Rayden said nothing to Doros and remained content to watch the people around them.

    She eyed the large outer pool in the main courtyard, and a part of her desired to wade in its gleaming, transparent waters. Yet she knew it would not be much longer before Polybius was finished with his body massage.

    Tamping down her impulse, Rayden waited.

    Polybius emerged from the area with the tables a short while later, a content look upon his face. Only Crassor looked tense.

    “If we ever come here again, I am playing another role,” Crassor told the others under his breath.

    “When we get back to the apartments, I will work the knots out of your muscles,” Doros told him. “I have some skill with that, taught to me by my mother.”

    “I would welcome that,” Crassor replied. “It has been unpleasant watching what slaves are denied. Memories are called back to mind.”

    “Not for much longer, Crassor,” Rayden told the tall, muscular man. “We will bring their enslavement of others crashing down around them.”

    “Yes, we will,” he replied, a fiery glint in his eyes.

    “It is probably time for us to return now,” Polybius said. “We have been here for a long time.”

    “I am famished now,” Crassor said.

    “I am too,” Polybius said.

    “Count me among your number,” Doros added.

    “Then we will need to seek a tavern or inn, where we can get something to fill our bellies,” Rayden said.

    “We can purchase a good pot of stew and take it back to our quarters,” Polybius said. “I am sure we have all had enough of the crowds.”

    “Crowds in cities are not something I am used to,” Doros commented. “Give me a solid boat on a river or lake.”

    “Then let us not tarry here any longer,” Rayden told the others.

    Giving one more look to her companions, Rayden took a stride toward the entrance to the bath complex, and the others started forward along with her. Glancing once more at the pool, she imagined floating atop the glimmering surface without a care in the world.

    No day brought a guarantee of survival, but Rayden promised herself that she would return to the pool on a day when the Imperator no longer held authority in the city. For the time being, she would have to give everything that she had within her to see that day realized.

    Walking through the arches at the front of the courtyard, she eyed those approaching to enter the compound. A few wealthy and accompanied by slaves, many of modest means, and others poor, all of them came to avail themselves of a true wonder of the city.

    Without thinking about it, Rayden shook her head.

    “What is it, Rayden?” Doros asked her.

    “To think that the same people who built that arena are the same people who built this place,” she replied.

    “A colossal place of bloodshed and a colossal place of healing, health, and harmony,” Doros said. “Both arising by the same hands.”

    “They do not realize how close they are to creating a place that brings out the best of our kind,” Rayden replied, a rueful undercurrent to her words. “Imagine such ambition, inspired and guided by a different spirit than that behind the Imperator.”

    “It would be a city of even more wonders, I think,” Doros stated.

    “The full liberation of every man and woman would bring about an age of wonders,” Rayden told her friend. “But being truly free is something that people have to choose in their hearts and then live by. The shackles of bondage come in many forms. It is not just those that are visible to the eye.”

    “What do you mean?” Doros asked.

    “For some it is envy, for others it is greed,” Rayden replied. “For some it is drink. For others it is anger. For still others it is indifference. Enslavement of our spirit comes in many unseen forms. The Imperator merely makes use of many masters, seen and unseen, to keep the people in thrall.”

    “And if the Imperator falls?” Doros asked.

    Rayden looked over at Doros with a grim expression. “The people will have an opportunity to choose liberation, in all of its forms. Then, they will have to maintain the discipline to live free. It is no easy thing, but it opens the path for us to reach our highest potential. Only time will show if the people have the courage to truly be free.”

    Looking ahead, Rayden fell into silence and continued onward.

    

    ***

    

    Another night passed and Rayden headed into the city with Doros after the pervasive early morning fog lifted. Having slept well after the previous day’s visit to the baths, Rayden intended to cover a lot of distance, seeking to undertake further observation of the city’s walls and gates.

    Despite the bright sun, smooth blue skies, and drifting patches of snow-white clouds high above, it seemed like a dark pall had fallen over the streets of the Imperial City.

    Faces agitated and fearful permeated the streets, and many appeared to be in a hurry to get to their destination. Tempers flared and many curses were exchanged within the anxious throngs of pedestrians.

    From the bits of conversation that she gleaned, Rayden learned the reason for the unease quickly enough.

    The tribes from the north had arrived at the walls of the city.

    “They are here,” Doros commented, walking along at Rayden’s right side.

    “It is not long before the fighting begins,” Rayden said, glancing to her friend.

    “No, and it will not be long before the other legions arrive,” Doros replied in a somber tone.

    “The ones under the command of Marus,” Rayden stated, nodding.

    “The mood in the city is going to change fast,” Doros said, casting her gaze about.

    “It already is changing fast,” Rayden said, looking around at the passersby.

    “I am thinking we will attract even more attention,” Doros said.

    “It will not be long before many no longer care whether we are seen as allies of the Imperator or not,” Rayden replied. “It will be enough that we are from tribes to the north to justify a hostile intent toward us.”

    “Then we must try to finish our observations, as soon as possible,” Doros replied.

    “Let us finish with the walls and gates today,” Rayden told her.

    Rayden and Doros passed through the better part of the morning and continued until mid-afternoon taking more assessments of the gates and walls.

    Signs of heightened activity could be seen everywhere they went. More soldiers occupied the wall-walks and towers, and all the gates had been closed to all traffic. No one could enter or leave the city through the usual portals.

    A part of Rayden wished that she could get a look from the wall-walk and set her eyes upon the northern host that would now be establishing their camps. Hamilcar, Annocrates, Erethea, Alcedan, and all the others were out there beyond the walls, somewhere within the vast multitude that had finally reached their destination.

    The sheer enormity of the northern force resonated within many of the remarks that she heard from the nerve-wracked crowd flowing about them.

    “A guard I know told me it is like looking upon a living sea!” exclaimed one older man to another. “Can you imagine that?”

    “They say they number more than twenty legions!” a woman proclaimed to a female companion, both of them wide-eyed. “Maybe more!”

    “It is said they can surround the entire city if they wish to!” a young man said to a pair of comrades, the three exhibiting looks of disbelief. “That surely is not possible!”

    Rayden knew that most of the Teverens would strive to maintain their routines, but the atmosphere had shifted in a significant manner. A much different air would permeate the streets of the Imperial City going forward.

    Grain distributed to the poorest districts would become increasingly rationed. Many items purchased on a regular basis in the markets would grow scarce fast, while selling prices rose ever higher. Those holding the advantage of wealth would hoard, and those with little would go without.

    The needs of the soldiers would take precedence over almost everything else. Even greater hardship than what so many lived with during times of peace would descend on the greater populace.

    Scavenging, theft, violence, and callousness would soar in an increasingly desperate climate, tearing at the fabric of the civil order itself. Rayden had no desire to witness the transformation from civility to ruthlessness that would soon be taking place, but she had seen enough of war and sieges to know what happened throughout a larger populace.

    Before calling a halt to their evaluation of the gates and walls, Rayden made her way back to the walled area in the northeast section of the city serving as the garrison site for the Imperial Legion.

    A strategic area of the city, the fortress now swarmed with activity. Tasked with protecting the Imperator and reinforcing order in the greater populace, the Imperial Legion would be strained to its limits in the shadows of a massive, besieging force encamped just outside the walls.

    For a long while, Rayden observed the movements through the fortress gates accessing the interior of the city. At her side, Doros watched in silence.

    Again, and again, disciplined formations of soldiers bearing shields and spears issued from the gates and headed into the city. The gleaming ranks marched in a variety of directions, ranging from western districts to those located more central or south.

    The sheer numbers that Rayden observed marching from the fortress gave evidence to a development that she had been expecting. The variances in shield color and the insignias displayed upon their surfaces further confirmed her suspicions.

    The formations of marching soldiers derived from more than one legion.

    Before the arrival of the northern host, Peronnius had vacated his encampment outside the walls and marched his legions into the city; joining them with the Imperial Legion inside the capacious fortress.

    

    ***

    

    Walking inside the front door to their quarters, Rayden turned to the right and stepped into the room with the table and writing implements. Sitting behind the table, Polybius held an inked quill in his right hand, writing upon a sheet of parchment.

    “Welcome back, Rayden,” he greeted her with an amiable countenance, looking up. “I am certain your day has been far more exciting than mine.”

    She replied, “I would not call it exciting, but I have many more reasons for concern. I also have a need to quicken our experiences of the city, in a way that could help us.”

    “What do you mean?” Polybius asked, his brow furrowing. Setting the parchment down, he returned the writing quill back to its slot in a carved, wooden holder. “Did something happen?”

    “The tribes have arrived and are now outside the walls,” Rayden informed him.

    “Is that not welcome news?” he asked her, the puzzled look remaining on his face.

    “It is, but it will not be long before anyone that looks like myself, or Doros, will be under constant threat,” Rayden told him. “We do not have long before it will be all but impossible for me to walk around in the city like I am able to now.”

    “That does present a problem,” Polybius replied, a frown forming on his face. After an extended pause, he asked her, “What do you need to gain knowledge of the most, now?”

    Rayden looked Polybius direct in the eyes. “Get us into another gathering of those with great power and influence in this city. I am sure they will not cease in their luxuries.”

    “No, they will not,” Polybius answered, clasping his hands together and laying them on the table surface. “At least not for a long while. They might even indulge more in the days to come, in order to forget what looms beyond their walls.”

    “See what can be done,” Rayden stated.

    “I will secure us an invitation with the right hosts,” Polybius assured her, getting up to his feet. “I will leave to get this done at once. Crassor could do with an excursion too.”

    “Thank you,” Rayden replied.

    “Do not thank me, Rayden,” Polybius said. “We all have our roles to perform, and, with the tribes arriving, time grows very short.”

    

  
    CHAPTER 5

    

    Once more, Rayden took up the guise of an Alettani guest. She accompanied Polybius on an early-evening outing to the home of another wealthy Teveren family.

    While relieved to learn that they would not be returning to the house of Sulpinnio Onnidaccus, Rayden harbored little doubt that the new host would be similar in nature. Where the bloody depravities at the end of the feast in Sulpinnio’s house had caught her by surprise, Rayden set her mind to face whatever abominations might arise in the night ahead.

    Doros and Crassor came along with them, both assuming their previous roles. The other three riding in litters, Crassor once again marched with the slaves alongside the column, displaying a sullen look upon his face.

    The ride in the litter took a little longer than the previous one had. The noble’s domicile where they were headed was located much closer to the great hill crowned with the Imperator’s palace.

    Arriving at their destination, Rayden, Doros, and Polybius took a few moments to disembark from the litters. After proceeding through the front entrance of their host’s domicile, Rayden found that the layout of the residence proved similar to the other she had visited.

    Stopping for a few moments within an atrium to have their feet washed, they proceeded through a chamber beyond and entered an outdoor area filled with plants, flowers, statues, and an ornate fountain. Welcoming the wave of pleasant scents that engulfed her, Rayden listened to the steady cadence of water arcing from spouts down into the square pool at the fountain’s base.

    Making their way across the well-ordered garden, they entered a capacious dining chamber opening off from one side. Within, long, low couches had been arranged in the manner Rayden had seen before, with two parallel to each other and another spanning between at one end.

    Upon their entrance, a male slave with a deep, sonorous voice announced Polybius, Rayden, and Doros to those reclined on the couches.

    As before, Rayden drew a lot of scrutiny from the assembled guests. Some of the looks that she received went far beyond curiosity or cautious apprehension.

    When Rayden had taken her place on one of the couches, a woman revealed to be the wife of a prominent magistrate extended her a coy, lingering smile. Meeting Rayden’s eyes, the woman’s skin flushed to a tone rivaling the carmine hue of her lofty hairstyle.

    Taking a look around, Rayden caught desirous looks coming from a few other men and women in attendance. Gauging the prevailing mood in the chamber, Rayden had a strong notion of the direction that the evening would take.

    Having no inclination for sharing in the activities that she suspected to be coming later, Rayden knew that she would eat well at the very least. As she had already experienced, the Teverens held feasts that surpassed those held by kings in many lands.

    For the time being, Rayden had a wide array of foods to pick at from the low round tables before her, including choice olives, grapes, and cheeses. A slave provided her with a silver cup filled with a flavorful red wine.

    Light conversation flowed between the guests. After a little while, a slave with a melodious tone of voice recited a series of verses to the accompaniment of both flute and stringed instruments.

    The skillful poet told the story of a pair of lovers who went to great lengths to keep their dalliances hidden from the eyes of their spouses. A little ribald humor and periodic carnal references kept the oration in line with the direction of the night’s festivities.

    When he had finished, a woman a few places down from Rayden asked aloud, “Why do we tarry so? I am getting quite famished.”

    Her query seemed like a cue. The older slave overseeing the banquet called for the guests’ attention, waiting for them to quiet down before announcing the presence of a new arrival.

    A young man with a clean-shaven head and face, dressed in a flowing white tunic that reached down to his sandaled feet, stood at the slave’s side. A shiny, silver amulet hung from a leather cord about his neck.

    His narrow face, higher cheekbones, and larger nose bestowed him with an eagle-like countenance. Thick eyebrows, dark eyes, and a thinner set of lips lent his resting face a stern mien.

    Darsellius, the master of the household and host of the feast, proceeded to introduce his son, Plinnian, a recent initiate into the priesthood devoted to the Imperator. Darsellius’ voice rang with pride, conveying the high status and prestige of such a position.

    Rayden found the presence of a cleric at a sumptuous banquet with carnal overtones an odd pairing. Nothing ascetic could be found in the ostentatious gathering around her.

    Like his father, the young man had a haughty, pompous bearing. Basking in the acclaim from the guests around him, Plinnian had none of the look of a humble, pious acolyte focused on serving a deity.

    Rayden found herself taking a keen interest in the young man, suspecting that he would speak openly of things that others of his priesthood might keep concealed. A lot could be learned from the loose tongue of a boastful individual, and Rayden intended to find a way to speak with him later.

    After Plinnian settled in place, the banquet commenced.

    The evening’s first offering consisted of a massive lobster straddling a prodigious mound of oysters. Darsellius claimed that the impressive specimen had been taken from just off the coast near to the Mystic Kingdom, across the Great Sea to the south and far to the east.

    The guests marveled at the cost and origin of the lobster, before reducing the prominent offering to pieces and fragments, many of which they flung onto the mosaic-inlaid floor. Slaves approached and took away the platter, now piled with empty oyster shells.

    The next course of the dinner consisted of a roasted, well-fattened goose; the centerpiece presented within a ring of smaller birds that Rayden could not identify until a woman near to her proclaimed them to be parakeets. Tender and spiced, the meat of both goose and parakeets proved delectable.

    Another course followed, consisting of a large yellow eel, a creature with formidable-looking jaws that drew a considerable amount of enthusiasm from the guests. A rare delicacy from the ocean waters to the east, the eel had been secured at high expense on the part of Darsellius; a fact that he shared without hesitation or a trace of modesty.

    Rayden welcomed the next course featuring sausages made from ground pork and a blend of several herbs and spices. Flavors burst within her mouth upon each luscious bite, and she wished that she could simply indulge in the scrumptious meat, to the exclusion of other offerings.

    Toward the end of the extensive meal, a few slaves approached bearing platters exhibiting strange, dark shapes arranged in a circle. The objects were revealed to be upturned camel’s feet, much to the delight of most guests. Rayden did not find the unusual cuisine to her liking, but, having eaten much worse while surviving in the wilderness, she tried a few mouthfuls.

    From the outset of the banquet, servants bearing silver ewers maintained a constant flow of the red wine to the cups of the guests.

    Rayden found the wine in her own silver vessel exquisite. Swirling it in her cup, she savored the robust scent before each sip.

    It took a little willpower to keep her pace slower, so that she did not mar her clarity while listening to the discussions of the other guests.

    Powerful and prominent in Teveren society, the guests had a lot to offer Rayden and her companions. Their conversations provided her with further information and also confirmed a few other things that she suspected.

    Peronnius had pulled his three full legions from their encampment into the city, joining them with the Imperial Legion quartered inside the fortress. Four legions now defended the city from within, in addition to whatever else could be mustered from the populace in support.

    Rations of grain to the greater populace had already been cut as a precaution to the specter of a prolonged siege. The northerners had set their encampment, but they had not yet encircled the city. At the moment, some food and other materials continued to arrive through the wharves and quays down at the banks of the Golden River.

    Most of the guests believed that the invaders would be crushed in the jaws of a trap when the legions under Marus arrived. With the additional Alettani and Sarrimena cavalry at his command, Marus could strike fast.

    Despite their advantage in sheer numbers, the northern tribes faced a dangerous predicament. They had little to counter the cavalry of the Teverens and their allies. Wagons and carts could be utilized as makeshift camp fortifications, but they would not hold for long as a barrier against well-trained, disciplined Teveren legions.

    The forces of Peronnius could not be allowed to unite with those of Marus. Yet if the northern tribes marched to engage Marus, Peronnius’ legions could issue from the city gates to attack from behind.

    An earthen rampart crowned with stakes surrounding the northern encampment would be a better defense against the enemy cavalry, but it would also allow the besiegers to become the besieged.

    Rayden thought about how to counter the enemy’s strengths while also preventing them from combining their forces. Doing her best to follow the conversations around her, she found her mind drifting away from her surroundings and focusing on the plight of the northerners.

    Following the end of the multi-course feast, the guests continued with their libations. Slaves continued to keep the river of wine flowing.

    An atmosphere of gaiety and frivolity swelled within the chamber. An undercurrent of tension took increasing hold; a tension of a more prurient nature.

    Before long, the guests began getting up and spreading out from the dining chamber, making their way into the garden, the atrium, and a few other chambers within the large household.

    Along with Doros and Polybius, Rayden was among the last to leave the couches in the dining chamber. Having kept an eye on the young priest, Plinnian, she did not get up until he did.

    Keeping to a distance, Rayden followed him out into the garden. Accompanying the continuous pattering of water from the multiple spouts of the fountain at the center, the night air whispered through the leaves of the abundant foliage surrounding Rayden.

    Placid and tranquil, the atmosphere would not be marred by bloodshed, but Rayden sensed that something else loomed involving power and ritual.

    Plinnian made his way across the garden and continued back into the home. Losing sight of the priest, Rayden followed after, and soon found herself back in the atrium where her feet had been washed.

    In pairs and trios, a few guests strolled about, their exchanges full of slurred words and tittering laughter. Rayden knew it would not be much longer before the night took a much different course.

    A number of slaves, both male and female, appeared soon after. It took little imagination for Rayden to discern their purpose.

    Young, attractive, and devoid of any clothing, the slaves fanned out among the guests and began to mingle with them. The scents of fine perfumes emanated from their supple bodies, and their smooth skin glistened with oils, accenting every toned muscle line and contour.

    Notes of music from wind and string instruments floated throughout the chambers. Rhythmic and sensual, the music heightened the mesmerizing atmosphere.

    Moans and sighs soon began drifting through the air, followed not long after by grunts and shrieks of ecstasy. Rayden did not let her eyes linger upon the undulating bodies that she came across while continuing about the chambers and atrium.

    Rebuffing a few advances from both slaves and guests alike, Rayden kept to herself, having no desire to participate in the wanton displays of lust unfolding around her. One older man that tried to fondle her received a firm grip on his wrist and a sharp warning from her eyes that proved enough to deflect his advances and make him seek pleasure elsewhere.

    Rayden found Plinnian at the side of a bed with the legs of a female slave hoisted high, her ankles resting on his shoulders. His naked rear flexed in rapid succession as he pounded into her with vigor, building into a furious crescendo that culminated with his head flung back and an extended, loud groan.

    Breathing heavy, he took her legs from his shoulders and let them flop down to the bed. Turning his head and catching sight of Rayden, he smiled at her.

    “The height of ecstasy, followed by a touch of death when spent,” Plinnian declared to Rayden, dismissing the slave with a brisk wave of his hand.

    Taking up his tunic, Plinnian pulled it over his head and straightened it out on his body. While he dressed, the naked girl worked to get off the bed and to her feet.

    Noticing a trace of a slur in the priest’s words and a flush to his skin, Rayden deemed Plinnian a little intoxicated.

    Giving the priest a low, extended bow, the female slave shuffled away and exited the bedchamber, her bare feet slapping against the tiles.

    “You are one who enjoys the part of the voyeur, yes?” the priest asked, grinning and showing no sign of offense or discomfort.

    “I am a good observer,” Rayden answered, feigning an amiable tone.

    “I should give you more to observe, but I am a little fatigued at the moment,” he responded, wiping sweat from his brow. “Come, let us walk together. I did not get to speak to you at the feast. I have not had an opportunity yet to speak with one of our Alettani allies.”

    He led her out of the chamber.

    “Do all the priests like you partake in things like this?” Rayden asked him.

    “The wise ones do,” he stated, laughing.

    “Why so, I am curious?” Rayden asked, sensing more than jest in his words.

    “The joining contains great power, if you know how to harness it,” the priest replied with the hint of a grin. “Life and death course side by side within this act. There is power there. More power than you might realize.”

    He nodded to the right, indicating an older guest rutting like a beast with a nubile female on her hands and knees nearby.

    “No matter the intent, the power to invoke new life is present in the act ... a power to call something out of nothing ... to summon consciousness out of the oblivion of death itself,” the priest stated, glancing toward Rayden. “Is that not like a work of sorcery?”

    Rayden nodded. “Indeed, it sounds like one.”

    “To seed life into death,” the priest said a moment later. A strange look crawling into Plinnian’s eyes, he proceeded. “What one could do with the mastery of such power. The Catacombs themselves could be awakened.”

    The wistful tone in his voice told Rayden that he no longer was conversing just with her, but rather giving voice to greater desires harbored within. Listening to Plinnian, while knowing what the sorcerers in league with the Imperator had already achieved in the form of abominable things such as the Arguntier, she wondered what further diablerie they might be exploring, or preparing to unleash within the world.

    “Is this related to other kinds of sorcery in your eyes?” Rayden asked, probing a little further. She then added, appealing to his arrogance, “The things that you master now, as a priest? I am curious.”

    Plinnian grinned, and his reply had the air of a proud boast to it. “Blood flowing out with the ebbing of a life upon a sacrificial altar ... the eruption of euphoria at the kill in the arena ... the heights of ecstasy followed by the little taste of death in this act. All of it is centered on power ... and all of it serves our purposes. We channel and gather every last bit of it.”

    “It is hard to understand,” Rayden said, pretending total ignorance. “But you seem to have a hold of it.”

    “All you need to understand is that your tribe was wise to ally with us,” the priest said with a condescending air, laughing. “Those who kneel to the Imperator will gain the world! Those who do not will perish! It is a simple matter!”

    Forcing a smile onto her lips, Rayden said nothing in reply.

    “I must excuse myself now,” Plinnian announced in an abrupt manner, eyeing a cluster of writhing bodies in an alcove set off to one side of the atrium. “It has been good to speak with one of our newest allies.”

    Absorbing the things that he had said, Rayden watched Plinnian walk away. The enormity of the dark sorcery behind the Imperator staggered her mind.

    Everything about the Imperial City fed the power that it wielded.

    It had a comprehensive nature, drawing strength from all corners of Teveren society. The blood flowing in the arena and the euphoria of an orgiastic gathering both empowered the same, abyssal sorceries.

    Blood sacrifice, whether in the form of a ritual or veiled in a spectacle like the arena, generated tremendous power for dark sorcerers to draw upon. Given the scale of it all, Rayden did not want to think of what the Imperator and his servants prepared within the shadows.

    Like a gigantic parasite, they fed upon everything possible. Worse, such a hunger could never be sated.

    Entering the alcove, Plinnian stepped to the side and raised the bottom of his tunic. Kneeling behind a slave woman pleasuring another man, he grabbed onto her hips and set himself in place.

    Listening to the ongoing chorus of grunts and moans, Rayden looked away from Plinnian. Walking back through the atrium, she passed the alcove.

    The priest had told her enough. She knew what had to be done.

    Everything involving the dark sorcery would have to be uprooted, laid bare, and destroyed, or the massive undertaking of the northern tribes in marching south and striking at the heart of the Teveren Empire would be for naught.

    

    ***

    

    After the dawn’s mists had subsided and unveiled the city that its embrace had shrouded, Rayden headed out from the tenement alone. Needing some time to herself, she tarried just long enough to inform her companions that she would be absent for a little while.

    Polybius, Doros, and Crassor all gave her quizzical looks, but none of them sought to impede her, or insist upon their company.

    Striding through the Imperial City’s streets, Rayden could sense the mounting tension caused from the arrival of the northern tribes outside the walls. Shopkeepers still remained open, but everywhere that Rayden looked she observed a noticeable decline in the usual fervor surrounding the street-encroaching establishments.

    The only laughter to be found came from the voices of children running about or playing in small clusters. Even then, the children appeared a little more subdued than before, perhaps sensing the pervasive apprehension clinging to the air.

    Tempers flared quickly, and numerous angry exchanges took place within the flow of traffic, but Rayden could see the fear in the eyes of the people shouting curses and invectives at one another. Their displays of ire simply gave an outlet to release their own unease and fright.

    Rayden drew many looks and knew that her time in the city would soon have to end. Fewer gazes held curiosity. Far more carried a hostile edge. A couple bordered on aggression.

    Rayden wrestled with her own high level of stress, born of her concern for the Gessa and all of the other tribes facing a dangerous, precarious situation.

    The previous night’s events had left her with an uneasy spirit. The encounter with the priest, Plinnian, had given her more understanding of the sorcery underlying the Imperator’s power.

    Removed from the bawdy gathering and having the benefit of a night’s rest, Rayden could think upon the moment at hand with sharper clarity and detachment.

    She had achieved everything that she had hoped for in coming to the Imperial City.

    Within the shadows of the Teveren Empire, a horrific darkness had been growing and gathering strength. Its roots spreading and thickening, the rising darkness channeled increasing power to everything branching off from its soaring, broadening trunk.

    Though the specific nature of it remained veiled to her eyes and understanding, Rayden could see that everything surrounding the Imperator was coalescing toward something unprecedented in scale and degree. Once manifested in the world, the wicked dominion spawned from the depths of the abyss would be even more difficult to resist, much less overcome.

    Rayden could not allow the discomforting thoughts to sap her resolve.

    She had evaluated the Teveren walls from the inside, gaining a much better understanding of the kinds of gates and wall segments in the process.

    Even further, she knew the full strength of the Teveren forces, both inside the city and approaching it from without.

    All of the information that she had gathered would be valuable to the northern chieftains like Alcedan.

    Pungent scents engulfing Rayden, an unpleasant, aromatic blend of dung, opened entrails, blood, animals, and many other elements announced the presence of the city’s sprawling livestock market. A labyrinthine mass of corrals, tents, and other structures filled an enormous open space bordered with colonnades.

    Rayden wished she had more time, wondering if Ingassa labored somewhere within the vast market area, helping her father.

    Quickening her stride, Rayden hastened to bypass the area. The grunts and squeals of pigs, bleats of goats, and noises of many other animals carried across the fetid air.

    In a protracted siege, the area would grow increasingly quiet without an influx of animals to fill the vast market. Even the weakest specimens in each sector would command tremendous prices with scarcity taking dominion.

    Rayden took notice of three plain-clothed men coming from the direction of the market, all of them holding the legs of several live chickens in each hand. They followed an older man wearing a crimson mantle atop an unsullied tunic.

    She did not have to see the group before her eyes to know that the wealthy in the city had begun to hoard. They would still be eating the usual types of meats when the rest of the populace had long since turned to filling their bellies with the rats pervading the city.

    Beyond the animal market, Rayden came upon another kind of market that would also decline in activity during an extended siege.

    She did not seek to bypass the area, but rather slowed her pace, setting her eyes on the buyers and sellers gathered around a series of timber platforms arrayed along one end of the space.

    On the platforms, wearing little to cover their bodies, stood a number of men and women. Of all skin tones and physical characteristics, their appearances told Rayden that they hailed from lands all over.

    A pale-skinned, strong-looking man with long red hair stood next to a thin, dark-haired woman, a beauty with skin of a light brown hue. Both stared downward with dejected, resigned countenances.

    Near to them, a lean man with curly locks of black hair and a more olive tone of skin peered across the crowd, though Rayden could tell that he looked at nothing in particular. He stood next to a round-faced, short man with almond-shaped eyes, who had undoubtedly come from lands far, far to the east.

    To the right of the far easterner stood a striking-looking, tall, muscular figure. The man had the dark skin of the tribes dwelling in the open grasslands deep in the south of the lands across the sea.

    At his side stood a blond-haired woman with a hue of skin matching Rayden’s own. Also, like Rayden, she had piercing blue eyes, though no spark of flame could be found anywhere within her despondent gaze.

    All of the men and women on the platforms looked subdued and disconsolate. Each wore a small wooden sign about their necks, though Rayden could not read what had been written upon the surfaces.

    Men in finer attire moved among them, shouting to the crowd while emphasizing some attribute of a particular individual. Holding up the arm of a well-muscled man or grabbing the rear or breast of an attractive female, the sellers proclaimed the value of their living wares.

    “Stronger than a mule and ready for the fields!” cried one of the sellers.

    “Sensual and silken skin, she would provide you with a stream of coins in any brothel!” shouted another.

    “A smart one, who can write and read, suitable for a household!” called yet another.

    Rayden edged through the crowd, drawing closer to the platform with the blond-haired woman.

    Thoughts ran through her mind. Gazing upon the woman, she began seeing herself.

    A different place of birth and path in life could have seen Rayden standing upon that same wooden platform; a living piece of property to be sold off to the highest bidder.

    The siege would bring a slowdown in the transaction of slaves, but if the Teverens prevailed it would resume at its former level. Further, if the Teverens triumphed, they would have an abundance of new slaves at their disposal after taking captives.

    Rayden found it difficult to imagine the fear that many of the slaves contended with. None of them knew what kind of fate awaited them.

    The cries of the sellers shed light on a few likely fates.

    Some of the luckier ones might go into a household and live in relative comfort, but others would be sent to hard labor on large farms, quarries, or mines, until their bodies gave out.

    A few of the more beautiful might find themselves condemned to serving in a brothel, forcing violations of their body each and every day until the mercy of time caused their looks to fade.

    Without recourse to any protection from laws, the slaves could be killed outright or used for the pleasure of their masters and mistresses. They could only hope to fall into the possession of an owner with a kinder heart or sense of justice.

    The pudgy seller on the platform before Rayden grabbed the chin of the blond-haired woman and lifted it in a rough manner. Calling out to the crowd, he started the bidding for her.

    The first bid exceeded the few coins that Rayden carried in a pouch at her waist.

    While voices rose to proclaim new bids and the seller worked to coax out more from the audience, the gaze of the blond-haired woman drifted across the crowd. She seemed to be staring toward a far horizon, somewhere well beyond the walls of the city, until her eyes met those of Rayden.

    Her eyes widened for a moment.

    Rayden did not look away. Finding an element of kinship with the woman, she kept her eyes fixed to the other’s gaze.

    The sheen covering the surface of the woman’s eyes conveyed sadness, fear, and resignation. Every part of Rayden wished that she could give her some consolation in the knowledge that a war to overthrow Teveren authority had reached the gates of the city.

    At last, the bidding drew to a halt, and a short man near the front was proclaimed the winner.

    A burst of loud curses and yells off to the right caused a momentary distraction, as a few within the crowd reacted to a trio of large rats skittering across the ground. Brushing against the legs of several bidders, the rats caused many in the throng to jump or crash into each other, before finding safe refuge beneath one of the platforms.

    Following the brief disturbance, the winning buyer handed his payment over to the seller. A tall, young man at his side, presumably another slave, stepped forward and lifted the blond-haired woman down from the platform.

    Shaking and looking even more afraid, the woman hesitated for a moment. An instant later, she found herself slung over the shoulder of the impatient slave, who carried her off in the wake of the buyer, already striding away.

    Watching the crying woman being taken away like a mere sack of goods, Rayden’s anger simmered. The troubling sight struck at the core of the fight against the Teverens and represented the dire cost of failing in the struggle.

    The building tempest within Rayden sought liberation through axe and sword. She burned with the desire to cut down seller and buyer alike for the abomination they made possible.

    “You are of our tribal allies,” a voice interrupted her darkening thoughts. “One of the Alettani, I believe.”

    Turning her head, Rayden recognized one of the men who had attended the first feast that she had been to in the city, at the home of Sulpinnio Onnidaccus.

    His attention and comment drew the focus of many bystanders. Rayden could feel their eyes weighing upon her. She took a breath in and released it, letting her furor recede.

    “I am,” Rayden replied, keeping her tone even.

    “What of Marus, is there any new word?” he asked.

    Rayden answered. “I cannot tell you the day, but I have learned that Marus is drawing close with his legions, as well as my tribe and the warriors of the Sarrimena. I would say that he will be here within a few more days.”

    Relief flooded the face of the man before her and those within range of hearing. A joyful smile then crossed his face.

    “Those are welcome tidings, now that the barbarians have reached our gates,” he replied. “We have not been able to learn anything since we last met at the house of Sulpinnio Onnidaccus.”

    Rayden forced a smile onto her face in response, to perform the role that she had to assume.

    Inside, she chafed. Her words gave comfort to several men who bought and sold others of their own kind; yet she could do nothing to bring relief to those standing in loincloths and scant attire atop the wooden platforms.

    The thought sickened Rayden, but she could not display her true feelings to the man before her.

    “I must take leave now,” Rayden told him in a polite tone. “I seek to rejoin my people soon.”

    Her words resounded with truth. She had to return to Alcedan and the other tribal leaders, to relay all that she knew to them.

    “Smash the barbarians against the walls of the Imperial City,” the man exhorted her, murmurs and nods of assent coming from those listening nearby.

    Rayden nodded and then took her leave. With more bids shouted into the air, as another auction got underway, Rayden worked her way through the crowd to the streets.

    Everything seemed a blur on her walk back to the tenement. A seed of impatience had sprouted within, giving rise to a fast-growing restlessness.

    Rayden had to get out of the city and seek the northern tribes.
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