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    Prologue


    


    Yucatan - Land of the Mexica


    The 10th Year of the Reign of Her Immortal Majesty Empress Tatho of the House of Tah
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    The small group of warriors ran through the jungle, camouflaged in the colors of their surroundings. Their destination loomed ahead: a pyramid towering high above the trees.


    A hand signal from the leader slowed the pack. Silently, the men hunkered low to the ground. The earthy, damp smells of the jungle around them were overwhelming, the sounds of the savage wildlife drowning out their exhausted gasps.


    They fanned out quietly as they crept nearer the city wall, scanning the area for alert sentries. A lone guard drowsed near the city gate.


    No problem getting in. The one called Captain smiled. Let's hope it's this easy getting out.


    On the captain's signal, his rat-faced companion clapped a pipe to his lips. A thin dart embedded itself in the sentry's neck, sending the sleeping fool further into unconsciousness.


    The captain winced. The rotund body of the guard hit the floor, and the chair on which he drowsed collapsed, clattering loudly in the silence.


    An unspoken command sent the warriors sprinting from the concealment of the trees. They flattened themselves against the adobe wall to avoid detection, but saw no patrols. So far, so good. They sprinted through the open gate, stepping over the prone form of the unconscious guard as they spread out.


    No guards awaited them inside. They must be at the temple for the sacrifice. Their way was clear.


    The sound of laughter rang out in the silence, startling the warriors and causing them to whirl. A young boy scampered from a nearby hovel, chasing a small ball into the street. He stopped dead at the sight of the warriors, his eyes going wide as he opened his mouth to cry out in surprise.


    The flax-haired giant Murgen clamped a huge hand down over the child's mouth, the other striking the back of his head hard enough to render him unconscious.


    No noise, thought the captain. Bound, gagged, and stowed inside a nearby hovel, they left the unconscious child to be found…eventually.


    Cautiously, they slipped between the houses. Their hurried steps led them towards the pyramid dominating the city.


    Hovels soon turned to simple houses, which eventually became fancy mansions.


    A house with a tower on the side would be their way into the pyramid. A tower on its side and only one window on the front. But in a city of thousands of similar houses, it was like finding a blade of grass in a pile of horse droppings. However, information was only as good as its source. There was no way of knowing whether the native who died screaming on Eirin's blade poured out desperate truths near his end, or tried to save his life with lies.


    It seemed to the captain that hours ticked by as they ran, desperately searching for the house described by the dying savage. He heaved an internal sigh of relief as they finally pushed through the flimsy door to enter the empty building.
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    The balcony on the second floor of the mansion gave them a clear view of the temple's interior.


    Shit. The sacrifice is about to begin. They had little time to waste.


    A high priest emerged from the shadows within the pyramid, strutting onto the balcony overlooking the crowds below. Blood stained his elaborate ceremonial robes, a testament to the countless victims that had met their end at his hands.


    The captain was unimpressed. They think those costumes are terrifying, but the mess of skulls and trappings they wear just makes them look foolish.


    The ceremonial weapons, however, were no laughing matter. Stone blades dyed red with the blood of the thousands of victims who had bled out on the temple altars. He could see similar thoughts painted across the face of Derchon, his lieutenant.


    The superstitious Mexica claimed that the weapons were possessed by spirits and demons, or by the souls of those sacrificed to Huitzilopochtli—the bloodthirsty deity of war worshipped by these savages. The Mexica god thirsted for blood: Mexica blood, Mayan blood, any blood that would flow red and bright down the stone stairs of the temple.


    This god led them to battle, required them to die a glorious death at the hands of their enemies, and demanded that they raid the Atlantean mainland to capture beautiful women to sacrifice.


    The Captain's quiet hiss turned their attention away from the spectacle below. They all knew they had precious minutes left.
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    Cobwebs hung in ribbons, setting Traga, the little, rat-faced warrior with a wicked grin, coughing as the group entered the dark, dusty basement. Must not have been used for months, thought the captain. The perfect exit.


    Brawny Murgen grunted as he wrestled a casket away from the far wall, revealing a hole barely large enough to fit his broad shoulders. He stepped aside to let the rest of the group enter first, guarding the rear.


    Scuffs, grunts, and curses filled the darkness as the dozen men inched forward. Traga used his nightstalker to emanate a thin beam of light, illuminating just enough of the tunnel for him to see where he was going.


    "Move quickly," the little man breathed as he crawled. "The light won't last forever."


    The tunnel ended abruptly, a blank wall of earth and stone barring their way.


    "Watch where you're going, idiot," the little man cursed. The warrior immediately behind him had planted his face into the leader's unmoving posterior, an experience neither relished.


    "Signal a halt next time, Traga."


    "And how am I supposed to do that?" the little man barked at Derchon, behind him.


    "Shut up and get on with it." The captain gave orders, and all obeyed.


    The lead warrior's fingers scrabbled around the blank wall of stone impeding their passage and he smiled as he found what he was looking for.


    He adjusted the device, twisting the small lens at the front to shine a pinpoint of light on the wall.


    For long seconds, nothing happened. Then, with the ponderous sound of stone grinding on stone, the wall slid to one side—revealing an empty corridor beyond.


    "Secret passages." Traga grinned broadly. "You've got to love them."


    The captain smiled upon emerging from the tunnel and seeing the empty passageway.


    "They must all be at the sacrifice. We have little time left. Move."


    "Yes, Captain." Derchon saluted, motioning for the Traga to lead the way. The little man gripped his weapon—a crude stone-tipped spear—awkwardly, unaccustomed to the heft. "Hold it like this, Traga, and it almost feels like the sparring staves back in the practice yard."


    The weapons, garments, and body paint worn by the warriors bore the markings of the Tepaneca, the ancient enemies of the Mexica. Their garments were the bright purple favored by the Tepaneca tribe, and they had dyed their skin with the dark brown gerre nut native to Yucatan. Eagle masks obscured their prominently Atlantean features.


    The captain pictured the map of the pyramid in his head. The outer courts were no doubt filled with the bloodthirsty natives watching the sacrifice, but he knew the inner temple would be guarded. He hoped the attention of the entire city would be on the high priest as he prepared for the sacrifice. We have to reach the top of the pyramid—a long climb that they had but minutes to make.


    A shout rang out behind them. A guard cried out in surprise as he came around a corridor. Malek—the ordinary-looking warrior with callouses on the fingers of his right hand—loosed two arrows before any of the others could react. He grinned at the thump of the guard's body hitting the floor, though the sound was eerily loud in the silence of the corridors.


    Seconds dragged on painfully. The warriors held their breath as they waited, gripping their weapons tighter in expectation of a fight.


    Silence reigned. He must have been alone, though the captain.


    Murgen pushed the body into a darkened corner of the corridor, but the captain knew that anyone walking by would be able to see it if they gave it more than a glance. "We got lucky, but let's get this over with while we're still undiscovered."


    The leader's voice was the only command the men needed, and they sprinted up the stairs. They had to reach the apartments, and the body below would alert any passing guards to their presence.


    A door at the top of the stairs flew open and a priest leapt headlong down the stairs towards them. The captain knew his manic grin could only be the result of massive quantities of peyote flowing through his veins. He had to have heard us running up the stairs. The priest's primitive spear was poised to impale Traga through the heart.


    The little man threw himself against the wall, the priest's spear grazing the outside of his thigh as he smashed into the hard stone with bone-jarring impact.


    The priest's momentum carried him down the stairs, past the little man still wincing from the pain, and straight onto Eirin's spear. Blood burbled from the savage's lips as he fought to cry out. Eirin grinned savagely as he watched the light fade from the priest's crazed eyes.


    A quick glance at Traga man showed the captain the wound wasn't serious, and he signaled for the ascent to continue. A few heartbeats later, they stood in front of a heavy door.


    Traga gave the door a gentle push, but it didn't budge. Barred from inside, the little man's hands flashed in their silent language. Derchon's club smashed through the flimsy wood a second later, with Traga and Eirin a heartbeat behind it.


    The captain had to admit, the two made an effective team. Traga wheeled to the right while Eirin sprinted left. Both held short blades, and wielded them with a deadly efficiency. The guards didn't even have time to react before they found their lifeblood dripping out into the floor. The two were barely breathing heavily as the rest of their band stepped through the door and into the blood-soaked room.


    "Well, that was--"


    A massive figure hurtled through the doorway at the far end of the room, cutting off the captain's words. Fingers the size of bananas, arms banded with impressive quantities of muscle, angry roar coming from his throat, the jailor was a terrifying sight. Traga let out a half-squeak as the man rushed towards him.


    Derchon stepped forward to intercept the giant, but Malek's arrow slammed into his eye a heartbeat before the lieutenant's spear did. The little man nodded his thanks to Malek, while Derchon shot the archer a glare.


    "Traga, Eirin." The Captain's commands were crisp. We're running out of time, the leader thought.


    The room beyond was empty, save for crowded cells filled with the captives they had come to release. Had the captain had any food in his stomach, it would have come up at the horrible stench of human bodies cramped together for too long.


    The prisoners in the cells cried out as they saw them, but the captain motioned for silence as he entered the room. Any outcry now could bring the priests on the balcony outside rushing into the room.


    The sounds of cheering filtered in through the closed door, almost drowning out the agonized screams of the unfortunate victim being tortured to death by the sadistic priests.


    Traga produced the palm-shaped nightstalker, and thumbed a hidden button. Within seconds, the locks to the cells had been opened, the doors thrown open to reveal terrified women huddling in the darkness.


    "Go!" The captain spoke with quiet urgency, and the women followed his orders immediately. The tone of command in his voice could not be disobeyed.


    He signaled for the Traga to take point, and his men ran alongside the captives as they fled.
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    The slap of sandaled feet on the hard stone floor grew louder, and shouts echoed through the endless maze of corridors through which the small group ran. They were but a few hundred paces from the tunnel.


    Traga swore as he ran. "Gods damn it. They probably found the body."


    Just one more damned corner, and we're free, thought the captain.


    A warrior screamed out in pain, a spear transfixing his thigh. He tried to hobble a few steps more, but collapsed to the ground as blood poured from the wound.


    "Eirin!" Traga yelled out, ignoring the two guards rushing towards them as he bent to help his friend. Luckily for him, Derchon was a step behind him. The lieutenant's spear wove a deadly pattern through the air, and the savages fell clutching sliced throats.


    "It's bad, Captain." Eirin's voice was weak.


    With a glance, the captain saw the artery on the inside of the man's leg had been sliced through. He'll bleed out in minutes. He knew there was nothing they could do.


    Eirin pushed the captain away with a firm hand. He knew he had minutes to live. "Leave me be. I'll hold them off."


    A moment's indecision was all it took. "Gods be with you, Eirin."


    The captain grasped the wounded warrior's forearm, his final farewell.


    The last thing he saw as he rounded the corner was the bleeding man rip the spear from his leg. Eirin turned its sharpened edge on the guards that surrounded him. An honorable death.


    As he rounded the corner, the captain saw that only a handful of his company remained in the corridor. The rest had already begun the long crawl through the dark. He heaved an internal sigh of relief, but he knew he wouldn't breathe easy until they were completely out of the pyramid, out of the city, and out of the Gods damned jungle.


    When finally only Derchon remained, he felt elation rise within him. We'll make it. He motioned for the other man to enter the tunnel ahead of him.


    His heart sank as more guards rounded the corner. Their war cries echoed loudly in the stone corridors and they charged towards the lone figure standing in the middle of an empty passageway—a figure dressed in the robes of their ancient enemies.


    He squared his shoulders, his face set like flint as he stepped forward to meet the oncoming savages.


    One guard made the mistake of being the first to reach him, and a crushed throat was his reward. The next guard received a bone-shattering blow from the blunt end of the Atlantean's spear, and he fell screaming to the ground—clutching at his useless knee. A quick thrust from the spear's blade opened the vein in his neck.


    This was Captain of the legendary Nightstalkers, and the poorly trained, pitifully armed natives in front of him stood no chance. He was merciless, implacable.


    A quick slice of the spear hamstrung the one nearest him, and a sharp blow from the spear's butt shattered the collarbone of a second temple guard.


    He slipped out of the path of a wild swing aimed at his head, and slammed the point deep into the eye of an attacker. A hard chop to the base of another guard's neck caused him to flop limply to the floor—spinal cord severed. With a wrench, he broke the tip from the spear still embedded into a guard's skull, and used it to stab the savage at his feet.


    The captain saw fear in the eyes of the savages, and a grim smile broke out on his face as he watched them try desperately to retreat. He cut their wails short with the spears of their fallen comrades. They fell like wheat beneath a scythe, and within moments, he stood alone in the passageway.


    A noise from behind him caused him to whirl around. The wounded warrior—Eirin—barely stood, leaning on the broken spear for support.


    "Captain."


    It was all the heavily bleeding warrior could say—the captain could see that every ounce of his effort was focused on staying upright.


    "Eirin."


    "Get in there. I'll make sure the passage is closed."


    The Captain nodded, allowing the dying man his final wish.


    When he emerged from the other side of the tunnel, he knew the warrior had bled out in the tight passageway. His lifeless body filled the small tunnel, preventing any from following—a soldier's last contribution to his commander.


    He panted a prayer as he navigated the halls of the massive mansion.


    Gods grant that the others have escaped.


    He saw no signs of their passing, and he hoped they had escaped the city undetected. If his luck held as well, he could melt into the jungle to find his unit.


    He was armed with nothing more than his short bow and a handful of arrows. The spear had been left in the heart of the final guard to fall beneath his onslaught. It will have to be enough.


    His feet felt leaden as he ran through the city towards the gate leading to freedom. His group had been traveling for days, sleeping on their feet and pushing their bodies as hard as humanly possible.


    Days of marching with no sleep were catching up to him, and he felt his strength flagging. Water was scarce around the city—every creek, river, and stream had been channeled to irrigate the crops grown by the Mexica. His muscles ached and the sweat streaming down his body had begun to wash away the dye.


    Just…a…bit…more.


    He panted harder, feeling the fatigue numbing his senses. He and his men had suffered from nowhere near enough sleep, food, or water for the last weeks.


    The arrow that ripped by his head forced him to push himself even harder. The gate lay open in front of him, and he sprinted for the opening—missiles flying around him.


    A lucky arrow slammed into the captain's shoulder, eliciting a growl of pain and bringing a sudden clarity to his fatigue-numbed mind.


    Only one warrior stood between him and freedom. One very large warrior, carrying a very large club. One brave warrior that wanted to make a name for himself.


    The bravery of the guard earned him an arrow in the gut, and a second one slammed into his paunch a moment later.


    The sprinting figure barely slowed as he leapt over the slumping guard and raced through the gate towards the edge of the jungle. The pain in his shoulder was spreading, and he felt every ache and pain as he ran.


    The jungle loomed, and he pushed into the thick foliage ahead. Not caring where he ran and unable to navigate through the dense vegetation, he forced himself to keep running in the one direction he knew: away from the city.


    He could find his unit once he had escaped. It will be easy to--


    His head snapped back as it collided with a thick tree branch, sending him sprawling to the floor. He tried to fight for consciousness, but the exhaustion, wounds, and lack of nourishment pushed him deeper into the haze.


    The comforting embrace of unconsciousness claimed the captain.


    

  


  
    Part 1: Words of a God


    


    Atateide—Capital of Atlantis


    The 9th Year of the Reign of Her Immortal Majesty Empress Tatho
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    Chapter 1


    


    Hard-packed earth steps beneath my feet, cool even through callouses. One, two, three steps…


    "Hurry up and open the damned gate!" The scarred giant snarled at the guard, who complied.


    The light beyond beckoned like the warm embrace of a lover, and though the sun blinded him for a moment, the huge figure walked resolutely on.


    His opponent, a small, dark-skinned man, stood a few paces away. Easy meat. This will be over quickly, thought the giant.


    He stood a head taller than his dusky foe, a giant among even his own people, the Norse.


    His thoughts were filled with confidence. I have yet to be beaten in a fight, either with fist, axe, or sword. I am Bannulfsson, King of Fighters! I do not lose, not to some mewling darko.


    Ban held his sword easily, and a small buckler grasped his arm tightly. His thick fingers curled around grip of a massive axe, and he strode forward to meet the swarthy man who was to be his next victim.


    The cheering of the crowd was as music to Ban's ears. His name was roared out loudly as he greeted the masses with raised arms banded thick with muscle.


    "Ban! Ban! Ban!" they chanted at him.


    He reveled in the feel of the dry sand beneath his feet, the metallic tang of blood in the air. This is my kingdom.


    The sun shone down fiercely. The Ethiopian's tawny skin glistened with sweat, and his face was flushed. His bald head reflected the dazzling sunlight, his alert eyes taking in every move of the massive Norseman.


    He will have speed on his side—brute force my ally, thought Ban with an anticipatory grin.


    The smaller man waited for Ban to make the first move, and the heavily muscled man complied. His huge axe sang through the air with enough force to knock the dark-skinned man from his feet, but the Ethiopian dodged the blow nimbly and leapt forward—sword aimed straight for the giant's heart.


    Ban had been expecting the trick. I'll have a bit of fun before killing him. His spinning slash was so fast the little man could barely duck and roll out of the way of the hefty axe, unable to complete his attack.


    The toe of Ban's boot in his side threw him backwards, and Ban smiled as he heard something crack. That ought to make things a bit easier.


    Ban frowned. The broken rib didn’t seem to slow his opponent, rather infuriate him. The Ethiopian swung a vicious cut at Ban's head. He managed to interpose his axe at the last moment, and the sword clanged harmlessly away. The dark-skinned savage rubbed his wrist, and readied himself for his next attack.


    The crowd filling the stands cheered loudly, but for whom neither gladiators couldn’t tell. The crowd was fickle—the hero of one moment biting the dust the next.


    Ban waited, savoring the anticipation and fear he sensed in his smaller foe. The midnight warrior seemed unprepared for an opponent so much larger than he, and the heavy attacks forced him further and further backwards.


    The axe sliced through the air towards the dark chest, forcing the little man to leap back to avoid decapitation. Ban rained blow after blow in quick succession, trying to keep his foe off-balance, preparing for what he knew would be his final stroke.


    The Ethiopian leapt high into the air to avoid a low blow to his knees, and the axe whistled towards his head. When the little man ducked beneath the blow, Ban twisted his wrists with the force of the blow—reversing the direction and sending it slicing across his chest.


    Only the dusky-skinned warrior's speed saved him, but a gaping wound opened on his chest as the steel axe sliced through skin and muscle.


    Easy meat. That was Ban's mistake.


    The smaller gladiator saw the opening, made his move. His sword thrust towards his pale-skinned foe, and Ban barely managed to grab his arm. He twisted with all his prodigious strength, trying desperately to force the blade away from his neck.


    He is strong, damn strong. The black arm barely moved, the sword wavering an inch from the giant's throat. They remained locked in this position for a long minute, both straining to break the other.


    The Ethiopian pushed with all his strength. The sword spilled red blood as it pierced the pale skin of Ban's neck.


    Crap.
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    The crowd in the stands booed, their voices ringing loud as they mocked Bannulfsson, King of Fighters, bleeding his last into the dust of the arena.


    "Come on!" someone below me shouted. "How could that little bastard kill the big brute? I want my money!"


    I marveled at the fickle nature of the crowd. Ban had been the favorite for nearly a year now—defeating every challenger that faced him on the sands. Now that he had been bested by the dusky-skinned Ethiopian, he would no doubt be forgotten as the new champion reigned in his place.


    Who am I, you ask?


    My name is Deucalion, Imperial Historian, Commander of the Imperial Guard, and Chancellor to the Immortal Empress Tatho, Ruler of Atateide, the Lesser Eastern Isles, and the provinces of Atlantis. In the five years that I have served the Immortal Empress, I have seen the nation around me slip further and further into decay.


    The bloodthirst of the crowd made me sick to my stomach. The nobles and lords of Atateide were no better than the unwashed masses filling the stands. They jeered, booed, and cried as loudly as the others, and they called for death and spectacle in voices that showed their true sanguinary nature. Savages to the core, these so-called civilized rulers of the known world.


    I wished I could leave the stadium, wished desperately I could be anywhere else. Unfortunately, my place was by my empress' side, and the beautifully regal figure sitting by my side seemed to be enjoying the spectacle just as much as the crowd—though with a good deal more dignity.


    My disgust for the entire affair must have shown on my face, for the silky smooth voice of the empress interrupted my musings.


    "A khadi for your thoughts, Historian."


    "They are pitiful thoughts, indeed, Empress. Hardly worth the khadi."


    "And yet, being your Empress, I command you to speak—on pain of death." A sly smile flashed across her face.


    "I was musing on the fickleness of the crowd below. One moment, they cry for a man's blood; in the next, they celebrate him as the hero. Should they tire of the champion, they move on to the next—forgetting the one they revered but minutes before. Bloodthirsty and barbaric—human nature."


    "You're not wrong, Historian. The crowd ever demands a greater spectacle, and the Imperial Games become more and more gruesome as the years pass." Her eyes filled with a disgust to mirror my own. "I must pretend to enjoy the spectacle to please the crowds, and yet it sickens me. Who knows to what depths we will soon stoop to? The Gods hide their faces to see how we have fallen in our thousand years of Empire."


    "And yet, we have progressed in many ways, despite the barbarity of our human nature."


    I attempted to draw her into a debate—one of my favorite pastimes. The Immortal Tatho had an opinion on every subject, and I loved to find the holes in her logic. Or, just arguing for the sake of being contrary.


    "Progressed? If you read the works of Scholar Attrius, he theorizes that the world is ever-decaying."


    Scholar Attrius—and all of his contemporary philosophers—were, in my opinion, rubbish on legs. They simply felt the need to express their views, but without logic to back up their claims. Excellent scientists they may be, but they were failures when it came to extemporizing on human nature.


    "I must disagree, Immortal Empress. Our modern science has progressed beyond belief. The stars now consult our yearly calendar to determine what the season is, and we will soon have no need for the sun thanks to our ability to harness its power. The number of creations are doubling and tripling daily, and, while many of them are as useless as an inflatable pincushion, many of them are contributing to society positively."


    I could see the smile on the empress' face as she warmed to the debate. She loved to prove me wrong—or simply order me good-naturedly to agree with the Immortal Empress' point of view.


    "Technology has advanced in our times, to be sure. But what of human nature? It is said that human sacrifice is not only practiced by the savage Mexica, but whispers of it filtering into our very own culture have reached my ears. Our own religions practice the sacrifice of animals—wasteful, useless slaughter that could be avoided." Her arm gestured towards the arena below. "How is this not senseless slaughter? And yet, the High Priest Orgas insists that the gods demand it—demand proof that we still revere and honor them."


    We move on to religion, I thought, holding back my smile as she continued her train of reasoning.


    "Do you even believe that the gods exist, Historian? Is it possible that mankind is truly controlled by a higher being—either male or female—that forces them to submit and do as ordered with no argument?"


    "The gods provide mankind something to aspire to." My logic was simple and sound—or so I thought.


    "But is it really necessary to aspire to become something that destroys, maims, or kills?"


    I had to agree.


    "The gods of Atlantis are sanguinary in nature, I do admit. I have always preferred the Oriental belief in reincarnation according to one's actions in life."


    "It does seem much more humane, Historian. Unfortunately, we have no choice but to submit to the practices made popular by the masses. Those promoted by that repulsive creature, Orgas."


    She shivered in disgust at the thought of the corpulent high priest. I had to admit that he was no favorite of mine, either.


    "So, we are left to follow the polytheistic teachings of the masses, and the empress must be a devout follower for appearance's sake. And yet, I question what is truly in the heart of the Immortal One when she is alone."


    "That is for your empress to know, and her Historian to wonder."


    "My liege."


    We both enjoyed these exchanges greatly.


    "I question what you believe, Historian. You say you prefer the Oriental beliefs, but do you believe in the deities worshipped in the far off lands?"


    "I must admit, Immortal Empress, the thought of a deity or deities having rule over me is unpleasant. I much prefer the unlimited power bestowed upon the ruler of Atlantis. I would rather receive commands from her wise lips than from some unknown being that I can neither see nor feel."


    "You have a tongue of honey, Historian, yet beware lest it becomes cloying. Were I not so fond of you, your head might find itself removed from your body."


    Her smile showed the emptiness of the threat.


    "As you wish, Immortal One. To be completely honest, I do not believe in any deity. I believe that I am free to choose my own actions, choose whether they are right or wrong. Gods and deities are for those who think themselves less, thus they demand something to elevate themselves above their fellow man. The only being worthy to be called my ruler is my Immortal Empress, and seeing as I cannot worship you, I have none worthy of my adoration."


    "Historian, you are as egocentric a man as an empress could ask for. You serve me because it is in your best interest to do so."


    "Nonsense, my Empress. I serve only the Immortal House of Tah in their infinite wisdom."


    "Leave off the flattery, Deucalion. If I wanted words dripping ambrosia, I would have installed Lord Armark in your place."


    I saw the man himself approaching.


    "Speak of the devils, and they will find you. Here comes Atlantis' most beloved noble as we speak."


    The empress followed my gaze, rolling her eyes as she saw the lord in question.


    "Greetings, Lord Armark!" I called out cheerily to the heavily sweating man, who was just being admitted past the guards protecting the empress' private booth from which she enjoyed the spectacles in the stadium. "What brings you to the stadium on such a fine day as this? Surely it is more enjoyable for you to be in comfort at home rather than amongst the sweaty crowds watching this barbaric spectacle."


    The man did not smile as he addressed me. "Your jests are as meaningless as you are, Historian. Beware, lest one day you try my patience beyond its breaking point."


    Rebuke complete, he turned his attention towards the figure seated next to me.


    "Salve Imperatrix Immortalis. I apologize that you find yourself in the company of such a boor, when one so lovely as yourself outshines the sun."


    And thus began the fawning of Lord Armark—Lord Aardvark as I loved to call him thanks to his prodigious nose. His remarks lasted for a few minutes—each dripping with more honey than the last. By the time he had finished, the forced smile on the empress' face looked to be paining even her. I knew it took every ounce of her self-control to restrain herself from calling for her Protectors to drag off the obsequious lord.


    "Greetings, Lord Armark. You seem to have much on your mind, but I have little time to spare. I must be about my preparations for this evening's ceremony if I am to arrive on time."


    "I had always thought your Immortal Highness greeted the day with such beauty without the need for adornments."


    Lord Armark truly was adept at pressing his thin lips to the backsides of those in power.


    "What might I do for you, my lord?"


    Her voice was tired and had an edge to it—a fact completely lost to the self-absorbed Lord Armark.


    "I would request an audience with her Immortal Highness on a matter of urgency. I must resolve the issue with haste, therefore I humbly beg for your ruling."


    The Empress made a supreme effort to hide her distaste for the man as she turned to me.


    "Chancellor Deucalion, when does the Imperial Court next convene?"


    "Empress, you will be in attendance at the next turn of the moon—just three days hence."


    "Then you have your answer, Armark."


    "But, Immortal One, it is an important matter that must be resolved immediately."


    "Very well, Lord Armark, I consent to attend you immediately upon the rise of the sun. At the turn of the moon three days hence."


    "But, Empress-"


    "Armark." There was steel in her voice. "Push the matter further, and you may find yourself in my disfavor."


    He fought to keep the anger from his face as he bowed deeply.


    "You are most gracious, Immortal One. Until the morning of the turn of the moon."


    Struggling to control himself, he backed out of the empress' box. When he turned around, I saw the vitriol on his face as he pushed past the guards standing at the entrance.


    Unfortunately for him, just as he forced his way between the motionless Imperial Guards, he bumped into another figure making his way towards us. The collision had disastrous consequences for the retreating Lord. He rebounded off the solid metallic form standing in front of him, and crashed unceremoniously into the wall.


    He reeled from the impact, but managed to retain his feet as the commanding figure strode past. If looks could kill, Lord Armark would have impaled the man on thousands of poisoned daggers. He regained his balance—but not his composure—and straightened his clothing as he set off down the stairs angrily.


    The smile playing at the corner of the empress' lips mirrored my wide grin.


    "It does the heart good to see Lord Armark, doesn't it, Immortal One?" My whisper was low and mocking.


    "Enough, Historian. You have a visitor, I believe. Captain Phoris."


    She nodded by way of greeting to the figure entering the box, and turned her attention back to the spectacle below.


    "Salve Imperatrix Immortalis." The salute was crisp and done with military precision. "My Lord Deucalion, we have matters that require your attention immediately."


    "My Empress, if you will excuse me…"


    "Something you would rather do than spend time with your Empress?"


    "Unfortunately, gracious ruler, my other duties beckon."


    "Working behind my back again, Historian? What secretive duty to attend to now?"


    "Nothing of an urgent nature, Immortal One. Private business between old friends."


    "As you say. Now, do be sure to prepare adequately for tonight's ceremony, as you will be accompanying me. I'm sure the High Priest will have an apoplectic fit if we arrived late."


    "You can be sure the rotund Orgas will have a fit over anything her Immortal Highness does that causes any interruption to his plans."


    The Lord Orgas, High Priest of Atateide was a notorious schemer—almost as adept at political intrigue as Lord Armark of Carnalia.


    "Be wary of speaking your thoughts out loud, Historian. Should someone else overhear your kind remarks towards our high priest…" She trailed off with a wry grin.


    "As you wish, Empress." I sketched a deep bow, and had turned to leave when her voice stopped me.


    "Oh, one more thing. I wish to speak to the High Priest in private after the ceremony tonight, and I would have you in attendance. Bring along a few of your Imperial Guard if you would. I never feel at ease around that man, and-"


    "You can be certain nothing good ever comes from the scheming brain of the High Priest."


    "You can be certain interrupting me is never good for your health, Historian."


    "Your pardon, your Imperial Majesty. It is a mistake I shall never make again."


    I bowed low, but the sarcasm in her voice showed just how much she believed me.


    "Of course, Historian. Now, don't you have business to attend to?"


    "I depart chastened and humbly ashamed. Until tonight, Empress."


    She had already turned back to the spectacle below as I strolled from the amphitheater.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    


    The Province of Ducasia, 15 years ago…


    "And stay out!"


    The tavern keeper's hands were rough and his arms brawny, and the slim figure he propelled from his establishment flew a surprising distance.


    Mud splashed on fine robes as he fell into the muck of the inn yard, but the lad was far beyond caring. He had spent a hefty portion of the coin in his purse on drinks the previous night, and he was left with little to pay the bar tab he had racked up ordering rounds of ale and wine all night long. Finally, the tavern keeper had ejected him—less than gracefully—and the lad had little choice but to stumble over to where his horse stood placidly.


    Mounting was only accomplished by a supreme effort of will, as the young man was seeing in triplicate after the wide variety of alcohol that he had consumed. He tottered as he rode, barely managing to stay upright in the saddle.


    Swaying down the road, he was oblivious to the world around him. He hardly noticed when, a few miles from the inn, a group of rough-looking brigands barred his way.


    "What…what…whatsh going on?"


    His words were slurred and barely coherent.


    "Look at the little lad, Trosco. So drunk he can barely sit up straight."


    "Seems almost a shame to relieve him of his val-yoo-bulls, don't it Fragg?"


    "Aye, but better he starve than us, eh?"


    The larger thug—named Fragg by his comrade—had barely stepped forward to loosen the straps of the inebriated youth's saddle when the thunder of hooves sounded nearby.


    Down the road charged another youth, sword drawn and yelling loudly. So startled were the brigands by the sight that they actually took to their heels, scattering into the brush alongside the road.


    "Well, that's done and ended. I say there, are you alright?"


    The concern on the second youth's face was lost on the inebriated rider, who barely managed to cough out a few words.


    "Shiny…sword…"


    It was with a very dull "Thud" that the first youth hit the hard paving stones of the highway.


    "Ouch. That's going to leave a mark…"
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    The pounding in Deucalion's head was terrible—reminding him of the Norse war drums he had heard as a child.


    "Ohh… gods be damned, my head."


    The second youth—the one who had saved him—stood up from where he sat tending the fire.


    "You might not want to move too much, friend. That hangover is going to be a nasty one. What did you drink?"


    "What didn't I drink? Oh gods, turn off the light!" The standing youth smiled as he saw the prone figure, trying desperately to block the firelight from his eyes.


    "We need the fire to keep away the night's chill. Just turn away from it if it hurts your eyes."


    He carried a small clay cup over to the prone form of the moaning lad.


    "Here, drink this. Tastes like donkey balls, but it should help with the head."


    The drink was even fouler than the youth had described, and the quickly-sobering lad barely managed to avoid retching. "By the gods, this is worse than the swill that inn pretended was ale. What is it?"


    "Azalea tubers, oak bark, a few other plants. It works wonders for hangovers. I've had a good many of them myself, and that poison is the only thing that cures a pounding head." The second youth smiled as he watched his companion wipe the taste of the concoction from his tongue with muddy shirtsleeves.


    "Thanks, I guess."


    "Any time. What's your name?"


    "Deucalion. Yours?"


    "I'm Phoris. Your clothes mark you as a stranger. Where are you from?"


    "The capital. You?"


    The odd clothes worn by the youth named Phoris were tailored in a style foreign to the young Deucalion, his skin darker than those native to Atateide.


    "I'm from Iqbal, the capital of Ducasia."


    "That's where I'm headed. Got a message to deliver for my mother."


    "The road takes me home as well. Want me to accompany you? Looks like you might need it—at least until you recover from that pounding in your head."


    "I'd welcome a traveling companion. I'm tired of drinking alone anyways."


    "Well then, Deucalion, come morning, we ride to Iqbal!"


    In the way of youth, a friendship was formed on the spot.
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    True to his word, Phoris' remedy worked wonders for hangovers, and the two resumed their journey at the break of dawn.


    Scarcely had they traveled half a league when the brigands from the night before accosted them once again.


    "Looks like we've got ourselves some repeat customers, eh boys?"


    Phoris looked unconcerned as the bandits moved towards him. The leader waved a rusty sword threateningly, while the rest hefted a ragged assortment of knives and cleavers.


    "Give us your money, horses, and valuables boys, and we'll let you run back to mommy unbuggered and unharmed."


    A smile grew on Phoris' face.


    "As pleasant as that sounds, friend, I too have an offer to make you fine gentlemen. Turn around and run back into that forest there, and I will let you off with nothing more than the beating your wives will give you for turning up with empty hands."


    The leader seemed puzzled for a minute at the steady stream of words spilling from the youth's mouth. Phoris guessed he wasn't the brightest of the bunch, nor the one with the most teeth. What few he had were crooked and rotting, making it easy for him to spit through them as he finally responded.


    "The whelp wants a lesson, eh boys? Let's give him something to cry to mama about."


    They advanced menacingly on Phoris, who remained calmly seated on his horse.


    "Gentlemen, please don't force the issue. I would have no choice but to use the flat of my blade on you—staining it with blood would dishonor the noble steel."


    "Be careful how you speak with your elders, lad. We may have to give you a good hiding before we're done with you."


    "Well then, fine brigands, if you will permit me but a moment to dismount…"


    He removed his coat once he had jumped from his horse, drawing his sword with a flourish.


    "At your leave, gentlemen." The genteel bow and salute of his sword mocked the snaggle-toothed leader, who responded with a vicious cut with his rusted sword.


    Deucalion's mouth dropped open as he witnessed the marvelous swordplay that followed. Phoris certainly had earned a right to his confident attitude.


    The bandit's rusted blade clanged loudly against Phoris' weapon, and a flick of the young man's hand sent the brigand staggering off to one side clutching at his wrenched wrist. The blade slapped against the back of the man's legs with a resounding "thwack", and the man yelped as he felt the sharp pain above his knees.


    He rounded on the men watching the scene, their mouths agape.


    "Well, what are you waiting for, you idiots? Get him!"


    None of them moved until the bandit leader growled at them—rubbing the backs of his legs while yelling curses that would blister a sailor's ears.


    "Gentlemen, if you please, I don't have all day. I do have quite a way to travel this day, so if you'd please hurry up with the lesson."


    Phoris' mocking tone was too much for one bull-necked ruffian, who waded into the fray swinging a hefty meat cleaver. A few deft strokes of Phoris' blade, and the man staggered away—wiping tears from his eyes at the painful stinging in his legs.


    "You little cunt…"


    The bandit leader had evidently regained his composure and fought off the pain, for he lunged forward with the rusty sword.


    It was obvious to Deucalion that he had hoping to impale Phoris on the dull blade, but the lad simply flicked it away. The slap he dealt to the man's face was hard, the flat of his sword causing the florid face to redden further.


    "Please, gentlemen, I implore you to let us be on our way before things turn nasty."


    Phoris took a quick step towards one of the bandits standing a few paces away, but the little man dropped his short knife with a screech. Soon, nothing could be seen of him but the back of his cloak disappearing into the woods.


    "What an excellent choice your friend has made! I wonder if anyone else would like to heed his wise advice and join him in the forest."


    Two of the more timid bandits scurried off in pursuit of their fellow, leaving three of their dim-witted comrades standing there gawping at the young man with the bright sword.


    "Very well, then. Let's finish this."


    Three quick dancing steps took him within reach of the nearest bandit, who received a hard slap across the jaw with the flat of Phoris' blade. The large man who had rushed Phoris with a cleaver was dealt a blow on the nose. It set his eyes watering, breaking the already-crooked part in the process. The third man simply dropped his blade and ran when he saw Phoris coming.


    "And then there was one."


    Phoris turned his attention on the remaining brigand, holding his sword like a severe schoolmaster preparing to give an offending pupil a switching.


    The bandit leader approached cautiously, wary of the flashing sword that had dealt such stinging pain in the past. He knew the lad was toying with him, but there was nothing he could do that would enable him to escape now with his dignity intact—much less with anything of value.


    Still, he thought, there's always a chance I can get a lucky blow in and put an end to this stupid youth and his damned sword.


    He renewed his attack, which lasted all of three sword strokes before he found himself lying on his back. The blade pointing at his neck was long and sharp, and it was held with casual ease by the young man with the menacing smile.


    "Now, if I was you, I would start running, fast. I would keep running until I couldn't run any more, and then I'd keep right on running. Let's hope I never see your face again, friend"—the word was a threat in itself—"or else I might forget how to avoid spilling blood."


    The point of the sword dug into the bandit's shoulder.


    "Up you get. Nice and easy. And you're off!" A swat to the back of the bandit's legs sent him scurrying, stopping only for the moment required to gather up his friend with the broken nose.


    Phoris and Deucalion had a hard time quelling their laughter until long after the bandit was well out of sight.


    "I haven't had this much fun since the last time I traveled through this region. There was a different idiot leading the bandits back then. I wonder what happened to him. All I did was take part of an ear—nothing too permanent."


    "So you travel through here often?"


    "Oh yes, all the time. My father is the Duke of Ducasia, and he has me traveling around the province frequently to check on his holdings."


    "You mean you're the son of Duke Eidus?"


    "Did I forget to mention that? Sorry. Must have slipped my mind. Anyways, we must be off. Father is expecting me home within a few days, so we've only got enough time to stop at a few inns on the way there. Let me tell you about this one in Eredos. My friend, you will love the pies they have there…"
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    The trip to Iqbal was all too short for the young men, who were forced to bid farewell to each other at the city gates. Each had their own lives to lead, and their paths would take them in different directions. At least for the next few years.


    Phoris continued serving his father, becoming a Captain in the Ducasian Imperial Guard. Upon his father's death, he inherited the title of Duke of Ducasia—a title he adopted with little relish.


    The lad Deucalion—me—had returned home upon delivery of my mother's message, and began training with the finest swordsmen Atateide had to offer. My education in the martial arts was soon to end, as I was sent off to travel the world.


    The day came when the old Emperor Tathiros died, his loyal Chancellor and my mentor Lord Adret following him soon after. Whispers around the city hinted at a poison that had led to the madness of the Emperor and the death of my mentor.


    The daughter of the old Emperor took the Imperial throne, raising me to serve by her side. The fact that I had no interest in politics made me the perfect person to serve the strong-willed, self-assured young woman.


    When I was made Chancellor to the Immortal Empress Tatho, I was to discover that my old friend had been made Captain-General of the Imperial Guard. He was my immediate choice when I was tasked with creating a new unit to act as bodyguard to Her Imperial Highness, and his training has made the Imperial Guard the envy of the known world.


    The thirty men comprising the Empress' bodyguard were the finest men from around the world, each handpicked and trained by Phoris—the finest warrior on the continent. It was said that few in the world could best him with a sword, and none had tried in nearly a decade. His talents had been invaluable in training the thirty Imperial Guards, turning them into a band of professional killers of unrivaled skill.


    The Legion of the Night was the name given to them by the Protectors of the Imperial Body—the guards that held the Imperial Palace. The name had been meant as a mockery, for the handful of men in the Legion spent their nights roaming the city on missions for their Captain-General. It soon became a name to inspire fear, for the men in the Legion were some of the deadliest warriors the world could offer.


    Amongst themselves, however, they were called the Nightstalkers.
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    The Captain-General of the Nightstalkers and I walked side by side, striding quickly to escape the sweltering heat of the crowded amphitheater.


    Once free of the oppressive crush of bodies, I was finally able to take in a deep breath of air untainted by the smell sweat, body odors, and other scents I was determined not to decipher.


    "Thank the gods you came when you did, Phoris. That spectacle sickens me, and I hate to sit there for even a moment longer than I must. Any longer, and I don't know what I would have done. I hate to think of what horrifyingly bloody event will take place next."


    He grunted noncommittally. Was he even listening?


    "You seem troubled, Phoris. Is all well?"


    "Troubling news from home, Deucalion. My mother is unwell, and my sister is worried that she will soon go to join my father."


    I had met his family on a number of occasions when I was younger, but my duties in the capital had prevented me from making the journey to Ducasia for nearly a decade.


    "That is troubling indeed. Perhaps you should take a few weeks to visit them. I know Angrion is more than capable of handling your duties here in the city, and I have been promising you leave for months now. You haven't left the city since the Empress took mysteriously ill four or five years ago. "


    "Thank you, Deucalion, but I believe it will not be necessary quite yet. I still have a few tasks that need my personal attention, but I will hold you to that promise when the time comes."


    "Don't put off the visit too long, my friend. You will want to see your mother before she passes from this realm."


    "Aye, I know. It's just…"


    He was obviously struggling to get out the words. I let him think as I handed a few khadi to a nearby beggar child.


    It was hard not to notice the poverty that had crept into the capital city. Men, women, and children dressed in ragged clothing hawked their wares, and beggars crowded the stream of patrons leaving the stadium.


    Phoris' words took my mind off the world around me.


    "It's hard to go back home and see the state to which Ducasia has been reduced. Carnalia is an ever-increasing threat to the north, and the Mexica to the south are becoming more daring with their incursions. What used to be prosperous, fertile land has now become arid desert, and my family is falling on hard times."


    The worry on his face had me concerned.


    "It is hard for me to fulfill my obligations to my people when my presence is needed here, but the Empress' safety is my first concern."


    "Which is why I am telling you to take some time off to visit Ducasia. A visit to your old stomping grounds will do you good."


    "Aye, you have the right of it, Deucalion. Very well, after tomorrow night's ceremony is complete, I will take a few weeks' leave to visit my family. Thank you for being a friend."


    "Of course. After all, it is the very least I could do after you rescued me from that horrible stadium."


    My small mansion was just around the corner.


    "You can be about your business, Phoris. I'll be safe in the short walk to my house. No doubt Derchon is still standing guard, with Traga slinking around nearby?"


    "Of course, Lord Chancellor." He rarely passed up an opportunity to poke fun at me.


    "Oh, off with you. Will you be in attendance tonight?"


    "If I can attend to the last few…complications…preventing my leave, I believe I will see you there."


    We embraced briefly, and he disappeared into the crowd in moments.


    The stroll to my mansion was peaceful, the street empty. I saw no sign of Traga, but Derchon greeted me at the front entrance.


    "Quiet day at the Imperial Games, Lord Deucalion?"


    "It's only Lord Deucalion in public, Derchon. Yes, everything was fine. Though the games were particularly unappealing this year."


    "That seems to be the way of things, sir."


    "At ease, Derchon. I'll be going out much later tonight, but for the rest of the afternoon, I want to remain undisturbed. Is that clear?"


    "Very good, sir."


    His face showed how difficult he was finding it to keep a smile hidden.


    I discarded my robes of office, opting for a comfortable tunic instead. The scent of something pleasant and familiar wafted from the open door of my bedroom, bringing a smile to my face.


    "My lord has returned?"


    The delicious voice of Acacia accompanied the enticing scent.


    "Yes, my dear, your lord has returned. I have a bit of time until I have to prepare for tonight's ceremony."


    "Wonderful. I can think of a few ways to pass the time."


    The doors to my room swung open as I strode through, revealing the scantily clad form of a beautiful woman lying in my bed. Within seconds, the form of the beautiful woman was not clad at all—my robes soon joining hers on the floor.


    Dressing for tonight's ceremony would have to wait.


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    


    Gods how I hate these ceremonial robes! They chafed in all the wrong places, and I could swear that they weighed more than I did. So much sweat had soaked into the robes that they felt soggy every time I moved. Nor was their color a saving grace, for they were the garish orange worn by those attending the religious ceremonies of Atateide.


    The chair next to me sat empty, the empress still conspicuously absent. The rotund High Priest Orgas cast frequent glances towards the empty throne, obviously impatient to begin the ceremony.


    Derchon stood just within the private box reserved for the empress, thankfully in earshot of my whispered question.


    "Where is the empress?"


    "She should be arriving any moment."


    I nodded my thanks, but no reply was forthcoming. The man had turned into a statue, his eyes scanning every face in the crowd for any sign of danger.


    The heat mounted as the long minutes passed.


    "Historian, I didn't believe you would attend this evening." The voice of the empress was imperious as she entered the box behind me.


    "The Immortal Empress commanded my presence, so here I sit in acquiescence to Imperial demand."


    "You are nothing if not a model citizen, Historian. If only all of my vassals were as obedient as you."


    "Do I detect a slight mocking in my empress' words?"


    "The Immortal Empress, mocking her loyal Chancellor and favorite model citizen? Never! The empress does not mock."


    Her face struggled to hide the grin threatening to break out.


    I was about to retort, but the din of ceremonial horns being blown cut off my words. The ceremony was about to begin.


    "Those men must have superhuman lungs to sound those things." The horns were nearly half the height of the men blowing on them—apparently cut from the heads of giant rams.


    The empress shot a scolding glance at me for my comment. "Enough talk, Historian. People should be watching the ceremony below, not some loud-mouthed buffoon sitting next to his empress."


    I returned my attention to the temple laid out below.


    It was a truly impressive structure, the golden-domed roof towering high into the sky. The glass at the pinnacle of the dome allowed the fading light of day to provide scant illumination, while torchlight glittered in the reflections of thousands of gems set into the stones of the walls.


    Massive tapestries hung on the walls of the temple—pictures of horrible sacrifices and ceremonies that had long since been abandoned. The Emperor Vaspin—founder of the House of Tah—had built this structure, and his descendants had made additions. It had taken hundreds of years and an incalculable amount of Imperial gold, but the temple had become a monstrosity—in appearance as well as in practice.


    My attention was drawn towards the massive ceremonial stage below as the fat figure of High Priest Orgas strutted out, bedecked in finery potentially worth more than the robes of the empress herself.


    The fat little man was as pompous as he was obsequious, and he conducted the ceremony with all the formality he so loved. An event that should be over in a matter of minutes could drag on for hours were Orgas to be given free rein—as he was in the Temple of Togan.


    The empress noticed a sardonic comment forming on my lips.


    "Keep it to yourself, Historian. The least you can do is don the mask of sincerity."


    "As the Immortal Empress commands."


    Her look would have boiled steel.


    The fat High Priest waddled towards the altar, holding high an ornate jeweled dagger—obviously a ceremonial weapon.


    "People of Atateide, rejoice!"


    He flung his arms wide, and the crowd filling the temple stood to their feet and cheered for a long, loud minute.


    "Today, we come before the great god Togan, god of war, god of justice, god of Atlantis. This day, we beseech the radiant Eliana, goddess of love, embodiment of beauty.


    On this even, we offer sacrifice unto the gods and goddesses of Atlantis—entreating them for prosperity, health, and wealth.


    People of Atlantis, prostrate yourselves before our gods!"


    The crowds below followed his commands, lying prone on the floor as he droned on.


    "Oh great gods of Atlantis, we beseech you for your protection from the savage heathens beyond our borders—the foul Mexica, the evil Norse, and the ungodly Egiptos. We call for your blessing on our great city of Atateide, for we offer to you the sacrifice that you demand."


    At these words, two priests emerged from the curtains behind him. The young bull they led chewed its cud as it plodded towards the altar.


    "We humbly beg you, oh great Togan, god of gods, that you protect us from the wrath of Cronos, thy father, god of death, decay, and desolation."


    His words turned to a bellow as he addressed the crowd below.


    "Pray, oh unworthy mortals. Pray for your very lives! Togan walks the face of Atlantis this night—judging all. None are worthy! Beseech the great gods to turn their face away, lest ye be devoured in their wrath."


    "Great Togan, ruler of gods. Gentle Eliana, mother of all. Accept our humble sacrifice this night, and smile upon us as we prostrate ourselves before you."


    The acolytes by his side fell to the floor, but the High Priest remained standing. No doubt his impressive bulk would make it difficult to remain dignified while assuming the prone position. I wonder if he would be able to get up again if he did attempt it.


    


    "With the blood of this sanctified animal, heed our prayers."


    The knife flashed, slicing through thick flesh. The bull remained motionless, the blood dripping from its neck into the golden brazier held by the two acolytes. Slowly, quietly, the animal sank to its knees, dying as its blood fed the religious fervor of the ceremony.


    "Bring me the blood!"


    Orgas' face was joyful. He enjoyed this part of the ceremony far too much.


    As he raised the brazier high above his head, I noticed his free hand snaking into a pouch hanging from his waist. The hand emerged a heartbeat later, flashing a magical symbol in the air as the High Priest splashed the blood over the altar.


    In a moment, the altar was a mass of flames—seemingly out of nowhere. The crowd gasped, and I could see that even the Empress was startled by the sudden conflagration.


    I kept my laughter to myself as I watched the reaction of those around me. I had seen it before—at a street mummer's show, no less. It was all theatrics, and Orgas was master of the theater.


    The rotund face of the High Priest seemed to glow in the light of the fires, and even I couldn't help feeling awe at the sight. His face was contorted in the ecstasy of the ceremony, the sway he held over the crowd below obvious as they chanted along with the ritual words emanating from his mouth.


    "Hail Togan, god of all. Turn away your face from us, for we are not worthy. Hail Togan, god of all. Turn away your face from us, for we are not worthy…"


    He was nothing more than a charlatan, a trickster, but a very convincing one nonetheless.


    The sacrifice was placed on the altar, and another handful of the powder in Orgas' pouch set it instantly alight. Within minutes, the entire carcass was nothing more than charred bones—and yet still the fire blazed impossibly high.


    And then something changed. The ceremony below conveyed a sense of power, but a crawling sensation at the back of my neck set me instantly alert.


    Something is coming this way—something that blazed with true power.
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    I couldn't explain the sensation. All I knew was that something was about to happen, and I was responsible for keeping the Empress out of the way of harm.


    "If you will excuse me, Immortal One, I must take my leave of you for a moment."


    It took her long seconds to tear her gaze away from the ceremony below, and I could see the awe still written on her face as she forced her eyes to focus on my face.


    "Of…of course, Deucalion."


    She seemed to be in a trance—the hypnotic power of the High Priest drawing her in as easily as the crowd of commoners and nobles below. The fact that she had called me Deucalion—she only ever did so when we were alone—showed just how disoriented she was.


    "I will return shortly."


    I was incredibly relieved to shrug off the voluminous ceremonial robes, walking comfortably in the simple clothing I had donned earlier. A quick signal to Derchon relayed my orders. Stay at your post and guard the Empress.


    A tunnel led away from the Empress' private section in the Temple, directly onto the main avenue outside. Murgen and Angrion stood guard by the entrance to the corridor, Phoris and Eirin standing a few paces away. I knew Traga and Carrt loitered in the shadows should I need them.


    "Phoris." I had a hard time keeping the urgency out of my voice.


    "What is it, Deucalion?"


    "I can't say that I know precisely what, but I feel that something is…"


    I couldn't put into words what I felt. Something was...


    "I thought it was just me. I feel it, too." He looked around nervously, unsure and uncomfortable—just like I felt.


    "Captain!" Traga came running towards us, the look on his face mirroring the one I had no doubt showed on ours.


    "Chancellor." A curt nod from me, and he continued. "You're going to want to see this—both of you."


    "See what, Traga?"


    "Look." Our eyes turned in the direction he pointed. The street was empty, the falling dusk casting shadow on the unlit streets.


    "What…?"


    I could make out a hazy shape in the near darkness, a shape that towered taller than any creature I had seen before.


    The darkness must be playing tricks with my eyes, for I saw the shaggy shape of a bear walking calmly towards us.


    "How…?"


    The shadows were thrown back as the street lights were lit, and even Phoris gasped as he saw the approaching figure.


    It was a man—a huge man. His beard was as thick as the fur on the bear skin wrapped around his massive frame, and his hands grasped a staff that could only have been a young tree—so thick and heavy it was. And yet, he carried it with ease.


    I had no idea where beard ended and fur began—hair of all types dragged on the floor as he walked. The man stood close to twice my height, and easily twice my width. I could almost feel the ground shaking as he took each step, but it may have just been my imagination.


    I heard Phoris issue a terse command behind me, but my senses were entirely focused on the towering figure approaching. Breath caught in my chest as he stared directly at me, and I was rooted to the spot by the raw power I felt in his eyes. Every muscle in my body constricted, but my every effort to move was for naught—my body remaining frozen as he walked towards me.


    His bulk came to a stop a handful of paces from where we stood, his gaze encompassing each of us in turn. Where his eyes fell, motion stopped. My men were as unmoving as I, their bodies numbing with the same sensations that coursed through my veins.


    It was as if fire and ice flowed through me, and I burned as I stared at the power filling the very core of this man's being. It called out to me, reaching into my soul and yearning to fill me. It wanted to claim me for its own, and I had no way to stop it.


    And then the massive figure was gone. I hadn't seen him move, but I suddenly awoke as if from a trance. I heard myself gasping as I released the air I had been holding in. I heard the gasps of Phoris and the others. They had been under the same spell as I.


    Blood rushed into my limbs, and my arms and legs felt weak. It took all of my willpower to stand straight when all I wanted to do was sag to the floor. What just happened?


    "What the fuck was that?"


    Traga was as dazed as I was, yet far more colorful in his wonderment. Phoris looked around anxiously, incomprehension written on the faces of the other Nightstalkers as well.


    "I have no idea."


    I felt an insistent urge to return to my place by the Empress' side. I had to get back in the Temple now.


    I could hear Phoris just a step behind me as I sprinted back down the tunnel towards the throne where the Immortal Empress of Atlantis sat—guarded by two professional killers who would stand no chance against the power that had just slipped past us.
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    My stomach was in knots as I quietly returned to my seat. The heavy ceremonial robes felt like protective armor, and I donned them gratefully—trying my best to ignore the gnawing disquiet in my stomach.


    What the hell had happened out there?


    My limbs felt numb, and I could scarcely feel a thing as I lounged in the hard, straight-backed chair.


    Where had the massive figure gone? How had he disappeared like that?


    "Are you alright, Historian? You haven't looked this wretched since that night at Lord Allegorn's party."


    "I am…I am…fine, Empress. Just feeling the heat of these robes." That much, at least, was not a lie.


    Orgas' droning voice continued in the background of my thoughts, his priestly words falling on unheeding ears. He spoke in the secret cant of the Priesthood of Togan, taught to the acolytes and only heard in ceremonies. And yet, despite my fascination for the forbidden tongue of the priests, I could not keep my mind off what had happened outside.


    I felt awestruck by the ease with which the giant man had passed us—freezing us with nothing more than a look.


    The air around me felt charged. I sensed a subtle change in the atmosphere below, and forced my eyes to focus. Somehow, I knew what was going to happen before it ever did.


    The massive figure was striding down the aisles towards the stage. Temple Guards rushed to intercept him. The huge staff swung, and crumpled bodies flew through the air. The path before him was clear. Calmly, inexorably, his shambling led him ever closer to the stage.


    And then he stood on the stage, towering over the fat High Priest gibbering unintelligibly in his rage and the acolytes surrounding the altar.


    I felt my chest burn as his eyes fell on me, heard the Empress gasp when they turned to stare at her. The room fell deathly silent as those piercing eyes roved from one side of the room to the other.


    The voice that boomed from the massive chest was superhuman, even for a creature of this size.


    "People of Atlantis, listen to the Word of the God.


    Because you have forsaken Me and went awhoring after other gods, because you have forgotten your first love and have defiled yourselves with other lovers, because you have left My ways and followed in your own path...I will destroy you utterly from the face of the earth!”


    I felt as if I had been stabbed in the heart.


    “You are the architects of your own destruction. Your fathers searched after worthlessness, and became worthless in their turn. Your wickedness will chasten you, and your apostasy will reprove you.


    Know that it is evil and bitter for you to forsake the One God Over All. Long ago you broke your yoke and burst your bonds; and you said, 'I will not serve.' Yea, upon every high hill and under every green tree you bowed down as a harlot.”


    His eyes seemed to take in the entire crowd—melting them like silver in the fire of his words.


    “You have all rebelled against Me, says the God. You have polluted the land with your vile harlotry. Your ways and your doings have brought this upon you. This is your doom, and it is bitter; it has reached your very heart.


    Hear the word of the God of men, oh ye rulers of Atlantis. What is the multitude of your sacrifices when they are burned in My name? Says the Creator of All; I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams and the fat of fed beasts; I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of lambs, or of he-goats. Burn no more vain offerings to your false gods, for they are an abomination to Me.


    New moon and Beltane and the calling of assemblies—I cannot endure iniquity and solemn assembly. Your new moons and your appointed feasts My soul hates; they have become a burden to Me, I am weary of bearing them.


    Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; remove the evil of your doings from before My eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; defend the fatherless, plead for the widow. 'Come now, let us reason together,' says the God. 'I will vent My wrath on my enemies, and avenge Myself on My foes. I will turn My hand against you.'


    The giant's outstretched hands pleaded with the crowd.


    "Yet, if you remove your abominations from my presence, and do not waver in truth, in justice, and in uprightness, then I shall spare you from the impending judgment that is about to fall. O wicked Atlantis, wash your heart from wickedness, that you may be saved. How long shall your evil thoughts lodge within you?


    Thus speaks the God of the Sun, the Moon, and the Heavens.


    If you do not heed, I shall destroy you with a great destruction. I shall abolish your cities, lay desolate your fields and homes, and take even your lives. Only those who turn to Me and beg for forgiveness will be spared. Thus I have spoken, and thus it shall be.”


    


    Silence reigned in the Temple for an eternity.
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    "My lady, I believe you wished to speak with me?"


    The oily voice of the fat High Priest cut through my reverie. The empress seemed just as startled as I.


    Had it all been a dream? I dimly recalled the huge man and his message. Could Phoris and the other Imperial Guards actually manage to haul off the giant?


    The tumult that had arisen in the temple of Togan upon the departure of the prophet of doom had barely penetrated the haze that had settled over my mind. From the look on her face, the Immortal Empress Tatho, Ruler of Atateide, the Lesser Eastern Isles, and the provinces of Atlantis had been just as shaken as the men and women sitting in the commoners row.


    The priest's acolytes flanked him like dutiful sheep, and even through the fog in my mind I felt sick at the obsequious nature of the rotund little priest.


    "Wh-what?"


    The empress was finding it hard to snap out of the trance-like state.


    "You mentioned earlier that you wished to speak with me."


    For just a moment, the Immortal Empress was a woman, a woman as lost and confused as any in the temple.


    Then the moment passed, and the empress returned from the place in her mind where she had been wandering. Once again, she was the regal, powerful ruler of Atlantis once more.


    "Good Orgas, I do recall wishing to speak with you. However, I feel unwell at the moment, so I will put off the discussion until I have had a night of rest."


    Disappointment flashed across Orgas' face almost too fast to notice.


    "Of course, Imperatrix. If I may offer her Immortal Majesty a word of advice, don't let the events of this evening cause you alarm. The gods smile down on Atlantis—no matter what some doomsayer would have you believe."


    "You don't put stock in the words, Priest?"


    "Truthfully, Immortal Empress, I have heard countless madmen rage on about doom and destruction—and never have their predictions come true. Men like him worship false, powerless gods. None can stand before the mighty Togan."


    "Yet, could you honestly say that this was like all the others that you have heard? Was there nothing…different…about this one?"


    The sweat-slick face of Orgas convulsed into a grin.


    "My Empress, the ramblings of madmen are all alike to a believer in the gods of Atlantis. With your permission, Immortal One, I will be at your disposal should you choose to call upon me."


    "Good night, High Priest."


    His retinue of worshipful acolytes scurried after him.


    "Gods how that man repulses me!"


    An elbow in the ribs from the Empress was the reward for the remarks I aimed at the High Priest's rotund, disappearing rear.


    Surrounded by the Imperial Guards that separated us from the nobility leaving the Temple alongside us, the empress and I strolled into the cool night air.


    The breeze seemed almost chilly after the warmth of the temple—and the raging heat of the giant's words.


    "Walk with me, Historian. I would have your company. It will occupy my mind in a less…worrisome manner."


    "As you wish, Immortal One."


    I could sense she wished to escape the prying eyes and listening ears of not just the spies Orgas no doubt had prowling around the temple, but also in her own retinue.


    The principal thoroughfare of Atateide opened before us, and we walked in the soft light of the lamps bordering the street. The empress had ordered her servants to return to the Imperial Palace without her, and only the Nightstalkers protecting her were visible as we strolled.


    "My empress is surprisingly pensive tonight."


    Her sharp eyes scanned mine for a fraction of a second before turning back to the street ahead.


    "Look up, Deucalion, at the stars."


    "What of them, Immortal One?"


    "Count them."


    "I cannot, Empress, for they are beyond numbering."


    "Are they truly? Could no man ever count all of the stars?"


    "Perhaps if he dedicated his life to it, it might be possible." I glanced at her questioningly.


    "I often feel as if I am just one star among many." Her look silenced me. "I tire of hearing sycophantic remarks such as 'The Immortal Empress outshines even the sun.' Do me the courtesy of talking to me as Deucalion the companion rather than Deucalion the Chancellor and Imperial Historian."


    "As you wish, Empress."


    "The stars. They are beyond number, and yet they are so small in size. We are like the stars—just one small being among many others."


    "A fair point."


    "Don't interrupt your Empress, Deucalion."


    I said nothing—not wishing to be scolded again.


    "Every star is like the other, just as we are. But examine the human body. It is a complex creation, with myriad functions that all of our science has never come close to reproducing. For all of our advances, we cannot create even a single leaf. And yet, as with the mind behind the creations we have become accustomed to, there must be a mind behind the creation of the stars, behind the creation of man. Are the gods of Atlantis the true gods, or are there others?"


    "Whence come such deep ponderings, Empress?"


    "Answer the question, Deucalion."


    Her tone was sharp—she was in no mood to be patient.


    "My lady." I bowed as I thought. "You know my thoughts on the matter. I place little stock in the existence of deities such as Togan and Eliana and Cronos. Of course, I cannot espouse these beliefs in public, lest I be shunned by the more religious lords of Atlantis. Yet, given the events of tonight, I must say that my personal beliefs have been somewhat shaken."


    "Explain."


    "Well, could there be a mind behind the world around us? If not, how does the world around us exist? Does it cease to exist once we die? Do we return to the dust from which we were formed? Death—that is another question to which I have no answer."


    "For once we are in agreement, Deucalion. If self was the highest form of deity, why does the world not cease to exist every time one more person passes from this realm? What is the meaning of death if we are the gods?"


    "Unfortunately, dear Empress, I am completely at a loss for words. I have no answer to the questions posed by my insightful ruler. Perhaps we ought to seek the counsel of the madman prophet from the temple."


    The look on her face showed that she had detected my mocking tone.


    "I did notice that your Captain-General had him hauled away before the Temple Guards could lay hands on him. That was rash—pulling him from the clutches of Orgas before he could sink his fangs into him. It is not something Orgas will forget in the near future. Your future could be very bleak should you find yourself on the wrong side of the High Priest's favor."


    "And yet, my Empress, if what the brute said was true, if we do not turn back to 'The God' as he claims, the future would seem to be bleak regardless of the state of our rotund High Priest's temperament."


    We walked in silence for long moments—both had run out of words. The silence was broken by the quiet voice of the empress.


    "I wonder, Deucalion, which is 'The God' of which he speaks."


    "I too wonder at that, my Empress."


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    


    My head pounded, my eyes struggled to remain open.


    The sun had nearly risen over the horizon when I finally stumbled through the door to my home. The long night had been spent in the company of the empress. The events of the previous evening had left her uneasy, and she had kept me by her side to share wine and conversation late into the night.


    When she had finally fallen asleep in the wee hours of the morning, I had crept out of the imperial apartments like a thief.


    Now, the only thing I wanted was to spend a long day sleeping—letting the comfort of soft bed and silken sheets wipe away my fatigue.


    Before I could turn myself over to the bliss of unconsciousness, however, I had to settle a question that had been nagging at me all night.


    "You called, sir?"


    Phoris was all business at this early hour.


    "I'm too tired for formalities, Phoris, so save it." A smile and a nod was all I received from the captain-general. Rolling my eyes, I asked him, "What has happened to the madman from last night?"


    "The one from the temple?" I nodded at his question, and he continued. "In absence of orders from you, I had him sent to one of our safe houses."


    "Has he said anything?"


    "Unfortunately, Deucalion, I have spent the entire night in the company of the Empress and her Historian. I have had little time to find out more details on where he was taken."


    I did vaguely recall seeing a flash of his face in the background as the Empress and I shared a pitcher of good Ducasian wine.


    "Of course, Phoris. I forget that you are as human as I—well, perhaps not as human, but near enough. Send in Derchon at your convenience, and get some rest. You have a long way to travel today, do you not?"


    "My return home may be postponed for a few days. Pressing matters have come up that may require my personal attendance."


    "Phoris, trust that I will not accept any discussion on the matter. You leave for home tonight, or expect to be bundled in an imperial trunk and delivered to your family."


    "Very well, as the Commander commands." Oh, such a stinging emphasis placed on that last word.


    His bow had just the barest hint of mockery, and I made a rude gesture at his retreating back.


    Relaxing in the comfortable armchairs of the quiet sitting room, exhaustion had its way with me. I struggled to resist, but to little avail.


    "You called, sir?" Derchon's voice in my ear startled me from my drowsiness. The string of curses that came from my mouth would have set a mariner's ears burning.


    Derchon's smile was barely visible as I raged at him.


    "You sneaky bastard. Make a little noise when walking in on a sleeping man next time, won't you?"


    "You called, sir?"


    "Yes. Tell me, what has been done with the giant we hauled off from the Temple of Togan last night?"


    "Sir, I know Murgen and Eirin were handling the matter, but I have not yet had a message from either of them. Rest assured I will inform you as soon as I find out more."


    "Thank you, Derchon. Now, I will force myself to make the odyssey from this armchair to my bedroom, where I expect I shall be undisturbed for the next few hours."


    "Of course, sir. Only if the world is ending or the Empress comes to call, I presume?"


    "Derchon, you are a marvel—a sneaky bastard, but a wonder nonetheless."


    "Yes, sir." He gave me a crisp salute, and strode from the room.


    I struggled to raise my tired body from my armchair, stumbling down the corridor the few paces towards my private chambers.


    Rumpled clothes be damned. I was asleep seconds after falling onto my luxurious bed.
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    "Shake me one more time, Derchon, and I swear you will lose the hand."


    The last thing I wanted was to be woken from the deliciously warm embrace of slumber, what seemed like just moments after I had fallen asleep.


    The shaking continued.


    "I commanded you not to wake me unless the Empress herself came to call." My tired eyes struggled to focus. "What do you have to say for yourself?"


    When my eyes finally did clear, I saw the figure shaking me was too short, too slim, and too feminine to be Derchon.


    "Empress!" I jumped out of bed with alacrity.


    "Deucalion, it's time to awaken."


    "Your forgiveness, Empress, but I had just laid my head down for a rest, and…"


    "The sun is nearly set, Historian, and you have been abed all day long."


    The darkening room confirmed the empress' words. It felt like I had just fallen asleep seconds ago, and yet the entire day had passed.


    "I will forgive your lethargy, Historian. Though I must say, are you always this grumpy when being awoken?"


    "You have no idea, Immortal One." Derchon's words floated into the bedroom from immediately outside the door.


    "I am not a morning person, my Empress. Plus, I tend to be awoken by soldiers with faces like beaten dog sh-" I caught myself, remembering who stood in my chambers. "beaten cream, Empress."


    Her laugh was ringing and clear—a beautiful sound.


    "Do not be harsh on the good man, Historian. I arrived nearly an hour past, and yet he managed to delay your awakening—quite skillfully, I might add. He has the mind and wit of a politician, that one."


    "Please, Empress, you insult the help."


    Her smile was genuine. Derchon's lips cracked slightly, though he kept his face stern as he entered the room.


    "Sir, you would have been awakened hours ago had your orders not been so…specific."


    "What do you mean?"


    "Lord Armark stopped in to see the Chancellor earlier today, wishing to inquire on business he did not care to specify to a humble soldier. Claimed it was a matter of a personal nature."


    The Lord Aardvark and I had nothing personal to discuss. I would like nothing more than to never see the man again.


    "Then, Derchon, you are forgiven all wrongdoings. You did well turning him away—he is the last person I would want to see now. Or ever, come to think of it."


    "Historian." The empress' tone was sharp. "It is well to share your distaste for our nobles in the privacy of your own home, but your mouth has a way of letting slip your true feelings when in public as well." She spoke the truth. My mouth had run away from on many occasions in the past. "We would hate for any of the lords of the realm to think the Chancellor was biased against them."


    "The Chancellor may not be, my Empress, but the man beneath the robes certainly has a foul flavor in his mouth after talking with some of those lords—the good Armark chief among those."


    "Enough, Deucalion."


    "As my Empress, commands. It is a bitter pill I swallow, but I shall keep my dislike for the man private."


    My bow was only partly mocking.


    "Very good, Historian. Now, hurry up and dress yourself in something…presentable." Her nose wrinkled at the sight of my disheveled clothing and rumpled hair. "I desire to visit with the High Priest, but we must make a small detour on the way."


    "As my Empress commands."


    "And for the Gods' sake, Deucalion, don't dawdle!"


    "I shall dress with all haste, Empress. Of course, I might require some privacy…"


    The Empress turned smoothly to Derchon, who stood at attention by her side.


    "Come, good Lieutenant. Let us give the man some privacy to dress. I wouldn't want to embarrass him…"


    Derchon extended his arm to the empress, who took it and strolled with him from the room.


    I could swear I heard him muttering something about "insufferable commanders" into the Empress' ear.
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    The empress' litter awaited us on the street outside, my own horse saddled next to it.


    My fatigue was mostly gone—sleep and a good dunking of my head in a bucket of cold water having cleared out most of the cobwebs. Clean robes, a hearty yet quickly devoured breakfast, and a stiff drink left me feeling almost back to my normal, not-exhausted self.


    The damned armor I wore chafed, though, and I knew it would be worse as I rode. I was forced to wear it as commander of the Imperials, but I would rather suck Cronos' tits than dress in the formal military uniform reserved for special occasions. I had had no choice but to order a suit of standard armor modified to be the perfect cross between military practicality and decorative extravagance.


    It was one of my least favorite aspects of being Commander of the Imperial Guard. It ranked immediately between talking to fat high priests and long-nosed lords and having my testicles kicked repeatedly by a steel-shod horse.


    "You look quite dignified, Historian." The empress' voice cut through my thoughts. "Almost as if you were a proper military commander."


    "My thanks, Immortal One. Though if you knew how horribly uncomfortable it is, you would order the nearest soldier to send me to a merciful death."


    "Always complaining, Historian."


    "The Historian never complains, Empress. It is the man beneath the Historian that protests."


    I groaned as I swung myself into my saddle. A particularly sharp edge of metal was pressing firmly against a very delicate part of my anatomy.


    This would not be a good ride.


    "The good Captain has been given instructions on our destination." Angrion—Phoris' second—sat mounted at the head of the small column of troops that would accompany us.


    "Very well, Empress."


    I took my place in the column, riding immediately behind the litter. The empress was soon lost in her thoughts, leaving me alone with my own.


    I studied the back of the soldier riding in front of me. It is a sturdy back indeed.


    The uniform he wore was that of the Protectors of the Imperial Body—the soldiers tasked with keeping vigilant watch in the Palace of the Empress. These men were capable and highly-skilled, having been trained by the same man who drilled the Imperial Guards on a daily basis—Captain-General Phoris.


    The Protectors of the Imperial Body were completely loyal to the empress, and served as my eyes and ears inside the palace. They reported all activity directly to Captain Angrion—the large, dangerous man riding out front—and ensured that nothing that went on in the Palace escaped our notice.


    Growing bored of studying the elaborate armor of the Protectors, my attention wandered to the streets.


    The beautiful gardens and walkways of the wealthy district in which I lived soon gave way to the busy highways of the commerce districts. The city bustled around us, and the sights and sounds of merchants, vendors, and peddlers were overwhelming.


    The grand thoroughfare down which we rode soon turned into smaller streets, all branching off towards the various exits from the city. Wagons loaded high with wares rumbled past, each giving way respectfully to our convoy.


    We wended our way through the city, Angrion confidently leading us towards the Temple of Togan. The harnesses and armor of the soldiers jingled in time with the horses' hoofs, creating a simple music that was oddly hypnotic.


    "Hold!"


    The command came from Angrion at the lead of the column, slowing down the procession until it came to a ponderous halt.


    "Historian." The empress voice was imperious, summoning me to her side.


    "My Empress?"


    "Accompany me a moment."


    "As my Empress wishes."


    I dismounted, holding out my hand to help her descend from the litter. Derchon rode forward, the reins of an exquisitely saddled horse gripped in his gloved hands.


    "My Empress wishes to ride?"


    "For a short ways, no more. We must take the detour I mentioned, though without the procession."


    She shrugged off the elegant robes of her office, revealing a simple gown and cloak beneath.


    She looked down at me as she mounted her horse without aid. "It would be best if the world did not know every movement of the Empress."


    My face must have given away my thoughts. "As my Empress commands."


    I quickly regained my saddle, and followed her as she turned down a side alley. The empress' litter had been set down at the mouth of the alley—effectively obscuring our departure from view by any passersby.


    Derchon and Angrion rode behind and before us, eyes wary as they scanned every doorway, window, and pile of refuse. The empress seemed happy at the chance to escape the oppressive heat of the closed litter, and she rode with a casual ease that hinted at years in the saddle.


    "It feels wonderful to ride again, Deucalion." Her voice floated back to me as we rode. "I have not sat a horse in years. Perhaps I shall have to find time to ride more often."


    A sharp turn into a narrower alleyway cut of my reply before it could leave my mouth.


    "Derchon." Angrion's terse, commanding voice was accompanied by a single sign in the hand language of the Nightstalkers. Stay.


    A nod, and Derchon dismounted. It seemed almost casual, but I saw that his horse was positioned to fill almost the entire mouth of the alley.


    "Good Historian, if you would be so kind as to remain here with your man. I will not go far, and the captain will accompany me."


    "Of course, Empress."


    Dismounting, I wondered at the reason for our being in this particular alleyway. What was this detour?


    The very large form of Angrion contrasted sharply with the slim form of the empress, and I watched curiously as they rode down the alley and disappeared around a corner.


    "Curious, are we, Deucalion?"


    I looked to the man standing at the entrance to the alley. "I can't help it, Derchon. It is my nature."


    "Which is no doubt the reason she left you here, rather than accompany her to wherever her destination lies. She knew you would ask an endless number of questions—questions she may not want to answer."


    I could find no fault in his logic.


    The alleyway around me was just like any other I had found myself in, I noted. There was nothing to make it stand out.


    My mind raced as I tried to reason out why the empress had come here. A secret tryst?


    I am far too suspicious to ignore something like this.


    When the empress and Angrion, she was holding a cloth to her nose—as if protecting it from some foul smell. A small package was clutched in her hands—an item no larger than a jewelry box, wrapped in delicate tissue of some sort.


    It took every ounce of my will to not question her. She shook her head slightly—a sign that I would be told nothing even if I did ask.


    "Come, Historian." The edge in her voice unsettled me. "Let us return to the others, and proceed on our journey to the Temple."


    It was all I could do to bow, remount, and ride alongside her in silence. My curiosity pounded at my mouth, trying to force me to ask a question—one I knew would not be answered at this moment.


    Later, I thought. I will ask at a better time.


    What in the hells was in that box?
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    The line of commoners in front of the Temple of Togan was surprisingly long.


    "I wonder what could bring the good people of Atateide to the hallowed halls of the gods on this—the day after the ritual?" The empress' voice drifted from the carriage.


    "I had wondered that myself."


    I dismounted and strode over to one of the commoners standing in line. Our conversation was brief, but the empress' column had already passed into the temple when I finally caught up with them.


    "Well, Historian?"


    "Immortal One, they are here for confession. The events of last night must have stirred up the fears of the populace, and many are in attendance to make peace with their gods—if the end of the world truly is nigh."


    "I find myself filled with similar feelings, Historian. The man's words—as insane as they may have sounded—still ring in my ears."


    "Perhaps the High Priest may allay your worries, Empress." Though I doubted that very much.


    "Perhaps…"


    An acolyte scurried off the moment he saw the empress' litter pass through the entrance to the Temple. Long minutes later, the rotund figure and profusely sweating face of the fat High Priest appeared. He was trying to hurry with dignity—an odd combination that just made him look ridiculous.


    "My Empress, what a pleasure it is to see you this evening. I trust that you are well after the disturbing events of last night?"


    "Good Orgas, yes I am much recovered from the affair."


    "Wonderful. It has been years since we were last visited by a madman raving about doom and destruction. Not since my predecessor still held the office of High Priest…" His gaze turned to ice as it landed on me. "I see you brought your…Chancellor." I could have sworn he had mouthed the words "pet monkey".


    "High Priest." My bow was deep—just short of mocking.


    "My Empress must forgive me for not attending her immediately. I was in the middle of counseling one of the younger acolytes." I had a suspicion of what type of "counseling" it was—probably not the type enjoyed by the poor soul on the receiving end. "I must say, my Empress looks particularly radiant this day."


    The High Priest was a match for Lord Armark when it came to flattery and obsequiousness. I wondered if those two ever shared notes on kissing Imperial behind.


    "Thank you, Orgas. Now, I had something I wished to discuss with you."


    "Of course, Empress. Please follow me into the study." He gestured to me as an afterthought. It was meant as a slight, and would have been so to anyone more interested in politics than I.


    The High Priest certainly does know how to turn small things into huge offenses—an adept player in the thrusts and parries of court intrigues and politics. I cared little for it—almost less than I cared for the High Priest himself. It was my disinterest in imperial power that had led the empress to select me as her Chancellor.


    The fat man smiled broadly as he gestured towards luxurious armchairs. "Make yourself comfortable, Immortal One."


    I grinned nastily as I sat down next to the empress, knowing full well the invitation had not been for me.


    "Now, Empress, how might a humble priest aid his beloved ruler?"


    "I have a question of a religious nature that my Chancellor and I have been discussing for some weeks now, and wished an answer to settle the matter. Who but the Voice of the Gods could provide an insight into this matter most effectively?"


    His smile was so smug and oily that it sickened me.


    "Of course, Empress. What is the question you would put before the gods? I will attempt to silence my own words, and give you only the words of the gods."


    She hesitated for but a moment. "Let me ask you this, High Priest: What is the purpose of religion?"


    "My Empress?" The shock on his face flashed for just a moment. I stifled a smile with great effort.


    "What is the purpose of worship, of religion?"


    "The answer to your question is simple, Empress. The purpose of religion is to honor the gods. Worship is the price we pay in order to receive their blessings."


    "Why do we worship gods when we have no proof they exist? The ceremony last night was as spectacular as ever, but I felt no deific presence. Can you truly say that the gods have manifested themselves to you?"


    "Empress, we see the gods in everything around us. Our very existence is thanks to them, for they have protected us from the evil Cronos since time began."


    "But, what proof have you that Togan does protect us? Have you seen Cronos, has he threatened you?"


    This made him hesitate.


    "I must admit, Empress, the gods have never visited me personally. But, who can know their minds?"


    "Well then, if neither of us can see the gods and we have no proof they exist, how can you be certain they are even real?"


    "Immortal One, faith is paramount in dealing with the gods."


    "Faith in what?"


    "Faith in the gods themselves. Faith that they speak to the world through their voices—their priests."


    "Thus, our entire religion is predicated on the belief that gods—which may or may not exist as far as can be proven—speak to you. And yet, they never have manifested themselves."


    "My Empress, ancient scripture tells us of the gods, and lead us to understanding as much of them as our mortal minds can grasp."


    "But, are humans not fallible—even priests? Could the interpretations of the ancient writings be incorrect simply because of the humanity of those interpreting them?"


    "Are you saying that the priests of the Great God Togan are mistaken?" He puffed up angrily at this.


    "What proof do you have that you are not?"


    "Simple: our proof is that Cronos has not yet destroyed the world. Our continued worship and sacrifices keep the gods satisfied, thus allowing us to live."


    "So, we worship the gods simply because to cease to do so would lead to our destruction? Can you prove that ceasing our worship would lead to catastrophes, as you claim?"


    "We would never allow such a circumstance to occur, my Empress. It is the duty of the Temple to ensure the continued wellbeing of all mankind."


    "Gods you cannot see and that do not manifest themselves. Human interpretation of ancient scripture. It seems to me that religion could be nothing more than a pretext of a sort for the priesthood to obtain control over through fear."


    For a moment, a strange sort of anger flashed across his face. He turned the angry look into one of shock and surprise.


    "My lady suggests heresy by suggesting that the priests do more than serve the gods. It is blasphemy against the gods themselves to countenance such a thought."


    Has the empress uncovered the truth of the matter? Is the priesthood nothing more than a way to gain control over those under their sway?


    "I apologize if I have offended you—or the gods. I am simply trying to discover the truth. All of the teachings that I have found on the subject have been vague, so I hoped to find the answer to my questions from the gods."


    "My Empress does not offend." The look on his face showed that the reverse was true. "It is simply a lack of understanding of the gods—truly a flaw that all mortals have. For the gods have ways that we cannot understand, and it is not our place to question. Not even I can understand all that the gods mean for us."


    She looked skeptical at this. "It is a little too undefined for my tastes, for I find it difficult to accept what I cannot understand."


    "And that, my Empress, is where faith comes in. Faith allows us to accept the unknown, the gods, and the reason that they allow us to live on this earth."


    "What is that reason, High Priest? What is the purpose of our existence?"


    He smiled grandly at this. "Why enjoyment, of course! The afterlife is a place filled with strange and terrible things, and it is only by the mercy of the gods that we escape from the horrors for another day. We worship them to show our thanks for keeping us from the clutches of the beyond."


    "So the purpose of our life is to escape what comes beyond life? We enjoy life now, for suffering comes later?"


    "Precisely." A smug, patronizing look flashed across his face.


    "It seems a bit hedonistic to me, High Priest."


    "And yet, beyond pleasure, what is there? It is what every man and woman craves, and why? Because our bodies were made to be pleasured, made by the gods to be so."


    "Tell me this, priest, if you can. Why are so many pleasures fleeting? Why is there a feeling of emptiness, of hollowness inside once the moment of pleasure has passed?"


    "It is the will of the gods that we ever seek to find greater pleasures. They have created us to crave more, and we find ever more as we delight in their creations. The gods have created us thus."


    "But if the gods created us for pleasure, why have they given us pain, anger, sorrow, want?"


    "My lady asks a wise question, one that forces me to consult ancient scripture before giving her an answer."


    "Then let me posit a theory. Could it be that there must be a balance to our existence—just as there is a balance in nature? Pleasure is made all the sweeter by the cessation of pain, sorrow makes way for greater joy. Without one, the other does not exist."


    "My lady is wise. It makes her humble servant wonder why she comes to him when her Immortal Highness has the answers to the questions she asks."


    "Her Immortal Highness came to receive answers to her questions, not give them."


    I could sense her frustration mounting as she replied. "Forgive me, High Priest. The events of last night trouble me still, and have made your Empress moody and ill-tempered. I thank you for the time you have spent with me. You have given me much to think about."


    He seemed to be relieved at this. The empress had a wit sharp as steel—I had often been on the receiving end of it. She often managed to ask the difficult questions no one seemed to have answers to.


    "I am glad that my words could provide you with some small measure of comfort, and yet I am truly sorry that her Imperial Highness could not find the answers she was seeking. I shall pray that the gods will enlighten you and give you faith, as they have done for me."


    His bow was deep, hers shallow.


    "Good day, High Priest. "I could see the rigidity of her spine as she left.


    She was not happy.


    "I wish you a good day as well, Priest." The smile on my lips was cheeky and mocking, the deep bow even more so.


    "Good day, Historian." Curt, terse, and scowling as he answered, Orgas left the room in a flurry of heavy robes.


    What a good day it had turned out to be!
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    The empress was waiting impatiently for me when I finally found my way out of the massive temple. She sat in her litter, turning a slim book over and over in her hands. I knew when my empress was angry.


    "Empress?"


    "Fool!" It was barely more than a hiss. "The smoothed-tongue toad fails to provide me with answers, and tries to turn the blame around on me? 'I am sorry you could not find the answers you seek.' As if it was somehow my deficiencies that were to blame rather than his total ignorance."


    She was truly angered at the Priest—something I relished immensely.


    "He has no idea of what the truth really is, does he, Historian? He is blinder than he can ever realize."


    "You say that he has no idea of the truth, Empress, and yet, what do we know of the truth?"


    Her look was icy cold, but she had no words to argue.


    "I know this much, Empress. The truth is not easily found. If he cannot provide you with the answers you seek—with the truth you desire so greatly—perhaps there is another who can."


    "Another?"


    "I know not who could be the bearer of the truth, so expect no answers from me. Perhaps one day we will find the man or woman who can give you an answer."


    "One day, perhaps. But not this day, and certainly not here."


    Her tone turned imperious, withdrawn—the Immortal Empress once more.


    "I will accompany you home, Historian. Lead the way."


    The empress commanded, her humble servant obeyed meekly.


    

  


  
    Chapter 5


    


    A Nightstalker greeted me at the entrance to my residence.


    "Vannen." I greeted his cheerfully.


    "Commander, the information you requested has been prepared for you. The report on the gem mine is on your desk. Also, the house near the aqueduct has been sold, as requested."


    I nodded. "Thank you, Vannen. I will look over the report once I have concluded my business with her Imperial Majesty. Dismissed."


    The exchange seemed innocent enough on the surface—the beauty of the secret code of the Nightstalkers. Simple hand gestures had accompanied his words: The captive has been taken to the safe house, located by the city aqueducts. I would receive the details when he reported in full later.


    Dismounting, I turned to the empress—still seated in her litter and waiting impatiently for me.


    "Empress, might I invite you into my humble abode?"


    It was little more than a polite formality for the empress to wait until being invited into my home. She could go wherever she wished.


    "Thank you, Historian."


    She extended her hand to me, and I helped her descend from the litter. Within minutes, we were seated in comfortable chairs inside my house.


    "May I offer my Empress some food and drink?"


    "My thanks, Deucalion. The discussion with the High Priest has left a sour taste in my mouth, but I believe a pitcher of wine will wash it away."


    "Of course, Empress."


    A simple gesture sent a servant scurrying to the kitchen, returning a few minutes later with wine and an assortment of cheeses, sausages, sliced fruits, and bread.


    Chewing delicately, she looked around at my house—as if seeing it for the first time.


    "I am impressed by your taste in decorations, Historian. This house reeks of the refinement you so often lack when in the company of the lords of the realm."


    "I see little need to cater to their ways, Empress. I am a man of humble pleasures."


    "And yet you live in this vast mansion. Why is that?"


    "It was passed to me from the former Chancellor, and I saw fit to remain. It allows me to provide lodgings for the Imperials that serve under me. As you no doubt know, many of them hail from faraway lands." The two Imperial Guards that protected the empress' person were both foreign to Atlantis.


    "How noble and generous of you, Historian. One would almost think that you had a heart behind that acerbic tongue of yours."


    "You cannot judge a man by his tongue, my Empress."


    "And he quotes Scholar Tides Aristus to me? A true philosopher at heart."


    "Good Chancellor Adret forced me to acquire a taste for reading as a youth, but some of it has remained in my head."


    "That is well. Now, Deucalion, let us speak plainly."


    Her face turned serious—a sudden transformation I was unprepared for.


    "I know your men hauled away the madman from last night." She held up a hand to forestall my argument. "I wish to know what has become of him."


    "Empress?"


    "As we rode away from that unpleasant encounter with the High Priest, a sudden desire to speak to the man seized me. I cannot explain it, but I somehow know that he will have the answers I seek."


    "As you know, Empress, I have spent nearly every waking minute in your company, so I have been unable to find out the details of where he has been taken. However, my men assure me that is safely hidden from the spying eyes of the High Priest."


    "You are usually so well-informed, Deucalion. It seems strange you do not have more details."


    "My Empress accuses me of spying?"


    "Rather that I expect my Chancellor to have eyes and ears everywhere."


    I bowed in humble acceptance and she smiled.


    "A word of caution, Historian. Keep your spies hidden well in the shadows. The day may come when the danger to you—and even to myself—may call for hidden allies."


    "Your wish is my command, Immortal One."


    "Enough, foolish man." She stood, adjusting her gown. "I must depart, for I must prepare for the gala party is tomorrow night. You know how well the Lord Duquess plans his splendorous soiree every year."


    She turned to leave, but stopped and looked me directly in the eye.


    "I will expect further details on the madman you and your Imperials have absconded with. Until the party."


    "As the Empress commands."


    When I straightened from my bow, the Empress had gone.
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    I wished for nothing so much as to be able to fall asleep, but it seemed that the gods had it out for the poor bastard serving as Historian of Atlantis.


    Vannen stood in my study, holding a small piece of paper.


    "A formal invitation from the Lord Duquess, sir. And the Captain-General wishes to speak with you in his rooms at your convenience."


    "Thank you, Vannen."


    "Sir." A curt military nod, and the man strode out of the room. He walked with a slight limp, the legacy of a wound he had received a few months earlier.


    I studied the invitation from Lord Duquess. The gilt letters were beautifully elaborate, and I could detect the perfume of Lady Duquess on the parchment.


    I wasn't fond of parties—particularly the elaborate yearly gala event held by the ancient Lord Duquess every year—but the Empress had commanded my presence. Sighing, I threw the invitation down on a nearby desk and went to find Phoris.


    I found him sitting in a plush armchair in the simple apartments I kept for him in my mansion. "Deucalion." He nodded as I entered. We only addressed each other by our titles when in public.


    "You wanted to see me? The day of rest seems to have done you good, Phoris. Now, if only a poor Historian could find a moment of peace from the myriad duties to which he must attend."


    "Oh, stop your griping, Deucalion. You and I both know which of us has more concerns to keep them awake at night."


    "Fair enough. What news to report?"


    "The man we detained last night has been taken to the safe house south of the aqueduct—the one that belonged to Argon, rest his soul."


    "How did you manage to restrain such a massive creature?"


    "Oddly enough, he was surprisingly meek and docile. In fact, he has not protested at being kept incarcerated. He only asks to speak with you."


    "Me?"


    "Yes, he mentioned you by name."


    "How in the hells…? I've never met the man before."


    "Clearly. Regardless, he is being held in the safe house, being fed and cared for."


    "Good. I doubt Orgas' fools would have treated him as well. I assume Murgen is with him still."


    He nodded.


    "Send him word that I'll be visiting later this evening—after a rest and a solid meal."


    "Wise man. We wouldn't want the exalted Chancellor to sully his reputation by being seen going into a house of such ill repute." The sign hanging over the safe house entrance was that of a brothel.


    "Thank you, Phoris. Is that all?"


    "Yes. I have some matters to attend to, but I will join you this evening at Argon's house."


    "Good. Who will be available to travel with me?"


    "Egad is somewhere nearby. I'll inform him that you will be going out tonight."


    "My thanks, Phoris."


    My bed beckoned. My late hours of last night still wore on me, and I felt like I needed at least another week or two of rest. Unfortunately, all I had was an hour.


    Yet, as exhausted as I was, sleep eluded me. I tossed and turned in my bed, my head spinning. Something was going to happen tonight—I knew that, though I could not quite explain why.


    But what?
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    Egad was a man of few words—one of the reasons I liked him.


    He walked alongside me in silence, the only sound in the darkness made by our booted feet and the muffled clanking of weapons.


    We were both clad in simple armor—the trappings of the Imperial Guard hidden beneath our cloaks. It was rare to see a Nightstalker in full Imperial Guard armor, instead wearing the simpler garb of the Protectors. The only time they wore their armor was when they guarded the Empress or myself.


    We had slipped quietly out of a servant's entrance, our path leading us along the canal. A set of stairs allowed us to descend from the walkway above to the water below. A small boat lay moored in a hidden alcove at water level, and we quickly slipped aboard. Within seconds, we had cast off and were rowing silently downstream.


    By the time my lungs burned from the exertion, we had travelled a handful of miles down the canal. The darkness of the starless night hid us from view, and there were few other craft on the water.


    As we reached an intersection in the canal, we found ourselves in the path of a massive luxury barge. It floated inexorably towards us, forcing us to row hard to avoid a collision.


    "Watch where you're rowing, cretins!"


    The long-nosed face of Lord Armark glowed in the torchlight aboard the pleasure ship. A mass of bodies were aboard the ship, each taking their pleasure with their vice of choice.


    I turned my face away quickly on the chance that Armark would recognize me, though the darkness and the mist rising on the water no doubt lent aid to my efforts at concealment.


    Slowly, the light faded as the pleasure barge floated past us, and we found ourselves in darkness once again.


    "Gods! How I despise that man!"


    Egad's grunt of approval made his feelings on the matter apparent.


    We pulled hard for what seemed like forever. By the time we pulled into a small dock, I was sweating hard. "I think it's time for me to start training with the Legion once again."


    I could swear Egad grinned at my remark, agreeing with my assessment of my physical condition.


    The boat disappeared into a dark niche, and we climbed the stairs silently. A quick scan of the street showed it was empty.


    I followed my silent companion as he led the way through twisting, turning alleyways and back streets. He knew exactly where he was going, but I was lost in minutes. We encountered few others, and a stern glare from the men in the Protector garb was enough to turn most heads in the opposite direction.


    The house we entered was small and dingy—a carefully cultivated façade. The previous owner had been a Nightstalker who had died during a Mexica raid, and the house had passed into the hands of the Imperial Guard. We used it as both a safe house and a prison for those who we wanted to interrogate away from the watchful eye of the Protectors.


    Egad knocked on a battered wooden door.


    A gruff voice came from within. "There is a silver lining on every cloud."


    "Hundreds are killed each year searching for it." Egad's voice was deep and rich.


    Infusing a bit of humor into the dreary normality of a secret passcode had been my idea, and the Nightstalkers had taken to it immediately.


    "Welcome, sir." Eirin's face shone in the muted lamplight of the entryway.


    "Thank you, Eirin."


    The door was locked and bolted as we passed deeper into the house. Egad led the way, navigating over sleeping Nightstalkers and through darkened doors.


    From the exterior, the house seemed small and forlorn. Once inside, it was apparent this was no house in the slums. The basement had been expanded, and rooms had been dug into the foundation of the building. Sleeping rooms, a holding cell, a weapons locker, and enough stores to last a few weeks could be found down here.


    We found Phoris and Derchon seated at a table, a deck of cards in their hands. Traga sat with his back against the wall—looking glum and dour.


    "Caught him cheating again, did you?"


    "Aye, Deucalion."


    "I've told you before, never play cards with Traga if you don't have a fortune to lose."


    "Thanks for the vote of confidence, sir. I've never cheated at cards in my life."


    "Enough, Traga. Is our captive awake?"


    "No, sir. Been sleeping all day long." The little man added a few coins to the small pile in front of him.


    "I'll give him a bit longer."


    "Murgen's down there with him now. For a big fellow, I've never seen someone so docile."


    "Good." He would be a handful even if he was mildly annoyed, much less fully enraged.


    "What took so long, Deucalion?" Phoris entered the room, a concerned look on his face. "We were expecting you a few hours ago."


    "Overslept." The single word from Egad's mouth set the others chuckling.


    "I had barely closed my eyes before Egad was shaking me awake. It's not my fault the Empress has been keeping me awake nearly every night for the past week."


    "Aye, and with that fancy ball tomorrow night, you'll need all the beauty sleep you can get." Traga hesitated just a moment before adding the "sir".


    "Phoris, won't you be needing a man to guard the imperial latrines tomorrow night?" Traga's face turned an apoplectic shade of purple, and I smirked at him as I continued. "We nearly ran into Lord Armark tonight—quite literally." Phoris raised an eyebrow. "Coming down the river, we passed his pleasure barge."


    "The good Lord Armark never ceases to be his usual degenerate self, I see."


    I pulled a small purse from within my robes. "Speaking of degenerates, I think I'll sit in on a few rounds of cards. Give our captive a few more minutes of sleep."


    By the time I stood up from the table nearly an hour later, I had lost most of the money I carried in my small purse. Derchon, especially, looked pleased at his newfound fortune—small as it was.


    "Deucalion." Murgen looked tired as he entered the room behind me. "He wants to see you."


    "Well, lads, that's my cue to depart."


    "We thank you for your generosity, my Lord Deucalion." Phoris' grin was nasty. He had earned a few silver Imperials himself—not that he needed them. The Imperial Guard was paid handsomely.


    I followed Murgen from the room—leaving behind a single rude gesture for the men who had so graciously emptied my purse. Derchon and Phoris followed close on my heels.


    The massive figure seemed far too large for the small cell, and he loomed even larger as I approached.


    "Young Deucalion, I've been expecting you."


    Hands the size of my head gripped the bars of the cell. I had no doubt he could have easily broken free, no matter how many Nightstalkers stood in his way.


    And yet, he stood there calmly—looking me straight in the eyes.


    "How do you know my name? What do you mean you’ve been expecting me? Before a few hours ago, not even I knew I would be coming."


    "The God reveals to me all I need to know. He told me you would come this night. He even told me you would arrive late." His chuckle was deep—coming from a chest that was wider than my shoulders.


    "This god of yours, did he also see fit to mention that I could have you executed for blasphemy and heresy?"


    "He told me you would not." His voice rang with confidence. "I have been brought here for a reason, after all. Had you wished for me to be killed, you would simply have not interfered at the temple."


    He was right. I could have let Orgas' Temple Guard haul him away—never to be seen again.


    "Your god certainly seems to know a lot about me."


    "He knows all. He is The One True God, after all."


    "You say that with such certainty."


    "He has told me so Himself."


    "You hear your god? Orgas—that fat bastard of a High Priest—hears nothing from his god, and yet he too claims that Togan is the true god."


    "He is a fool worshipping a god that does not exist. He is a deceiver, cowing the hearts of those who listen and blinding the eyes of men. He distracts with his gods, causing you to worship gods he has forged—and the men behind their creation."


    "And yet your god is real—not your own creation? How can you know he is real? How can I?"


    "It is logical to expect a sign, but there will be no sign beyond what you have seen with your own eyes and felt with your own heart."


    "What does that mean?"


    "Last night, at the temple, you made no move to stop me as I entered. Why?"


    It pained me to be honest.


    "I simply could not. Something stopped me from moving. I believe that same something stopped the others as well." Murgen and Derchon nodded their assent.


    "That is the sign you have asked for, young Deucalion. It is His power in me that held you in place when you should have moved. Now do you believe?"


    "Believe what?"


    "That I speak the truth. Believe that the words I speak are not my own, but the voice of the God Over All. I am simply the vessel, the tool in his hands."


    "Speak the words, then. I cannot promise that I will believe, but I will listen willingly."


    "It is enough." He closed his eyes for a second, communing with his god in silence.


    When his eyes opened, there was something behind them, some power I could not explain. The figure seemed to grow, and my eyes were inexplicably drawn towards him. The words booming from his chest filled the room, pounding in my head as my mind was arrested by the power in front of me.


    "Hear the word of the God. The hearts of the people have grown cold. They turn away from Me—their backs are an offense unto Me.


    And yet, there remains in the hearts of some a spark—a spark I would kindle into a fire. I would have you speak My words to those that will still listen."


    "What would you have me tell them?" I felt the words flow from my mouth involuntarily.


    "Unto the people, say this: I am the God, yet you have forsaken Me and turned to Mine enemies. In your early days, you walked with Me. Yet you forsook Me, you lusted after the ways of the pagan, of the usurper."


    His voice thundered in the silence. "I will have none other before Me! No man can serve two masters. If you are not for Me, you are against Me.


    It was as if the words were not spoken out loud, but directly into my mind.


    "You have desired to be as gods, pursuing vain knowledge in the hopes that it will give you power. You have filled the pits that were dug for your fellow man—as the greedy fish that catches himself upon the hook as he strives to consume the bait.


    I have warned you, I have sent you signs and visions. I have even sent My prophets to warn you in the past, and still you ignore Me.


    My warnings have gone unheeded, and your ears are stopped to My revelations. As the bird by wandering, as the swallow by flying, so the curse causeless shall not come. I shall cut you off from the earth; your roots shall be plucked from the ground."


    My head pounded with the force of his words.


    "Turn, turn, turn from your evil ways. I have given you a warning, yet you have heeded it not. Great, therefore, shall be your destruction, and of your fall, great shall be the noise. My wrath shall be loosed upon you, My face shall be turned in anger toward you.


    I shall send destruction upon you, and there will not one of you be left alive, save those who listen and repent. Repent and ye shall be saved.”


    I felt hot tears running down my face, though I knew not why.


    “I shall send a flood upon your lands, a flood so great the like has only been seen once before in the history of man. The Earth shall open up and swallow you and all the inhabitants of this land. There shall not be one of you left upon the face of the Earth, save them that heed the word of the God and hearken and obey.”


    Flee to the mountains, flee the wrath of the God of Gods. For only in the high places will you find safety from the coming judgment. Plead to the God for your lives, that He will spare you from the coming wrath.


    I shall speak once more to the people, and if they ignore Me, I shall leave never to return again.


    It has been spoken."


    Silence reigned in the room for long, long minutes. Not a muscle moved. Then, with a sensation of a huge weight being lifted, the trance was broken.


    The bearded giant in the cell slowly sat back on his cot. "If you lads don't mind, I believe I will rest now."


    None of us moved until long after the sound of his snoring filled the room.


    

  


  
    Chapter 6


    


    "What in the hells just happened?"


    Murgen's rumbling voice shattered the quiet in the small room. I had found myself asking the same question a surprising number of times since the events in the temple.


    It felt like we had just woken up from a deep sleep, and we shook our heads to clear them.


    "Wha…" Derchon blinked his eyes, looking around as if he saw the room for the first time.


    I wiped the tears from my face. I had no idea what had made me cry, but I felt no shame. Beside me, Phoris had gripped the pommel of his sword so tightly his hands had gone white.


    I felt like every muscle in my body had tightened, and the sudden release of tension in the room left me drained and exhausted. The others around me looked to be in similar states.


    "Now what are we supposed to do with all that?"


    Phoris' question was a good one, and no doubt the others were thinking thoughts along the same lines of my own.


    My mind raced. Is there really an impending disaster around the corner? Is there any way to avoid it? Can we truly forestall the doom spoken of by the giant figure snoring contentedly in his cell?


    Phoris was the first to move.


    "Deucalion, I'm off." His voice was quiet, almost reverent.


    I nodded at him.


    "Good. Get some rest." I knew I needed to sleep on everything I had just heard. I was scared—and the looks on the faces of the others mirrored varying degrees of the same fear and confusion racing through me.


    "Make sure to rest as well, Deucalion. We can't have you half asleep and tripping all over the women at tonight's gala event."


    In all that had happened, I had completely forgotten that I would be at the empress' service this very evening. 
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    A quarter of an hour after Phoris departed, Egad and I slipped out as well. It was still dark and the stars twinkled overhead, but dawn was only a few hours off.


    The temperature had dropped in the last few hours, and we pulled our cloak hoods forward to ward off the chill. The streets were empty, and we hurried towards the stairs that would lead us down to the canal and the boat we had hidden there.


    My chin was tucked against my chest as I walked, protecting my face from the cold. Egad walked quietly alongside me, confident in the route. I trusted myself to do little more than follow him. The turmoil in my mind threatened to overwhelm me.


    In my absent-minded state, I failed to notice a small rise in the street ahead of me. My boot struck a stone, and I lurched forward—off balance and flailing.


    As undignified as it was, it saved my life.


    I heard Egad grunt beside me, and turned to see him clutch at his neck. Blood gushed from between his fingers.


    Acting on instincts honed through many hours of training with Phoris, I leapt towards a nearby alleyway.


    Egad had slumped to his knees, his entire body quivering as the blood poured from the wound in his neck, but he struggled to stay upright.


    He lived long enough to stare into his assassin's eyes as his throat was slit. One hand groped for a hold on the man's cloak, the other reached for a dagger in his belt. As the seconds ticked by in an eternal slowness, he slipped to the floor—blood spilling onto the cobbled streets.


    I felt naked and unprotected. My only weapon, a small belt dagger, would do little against the man in the street, casting glances into the darkness. I resolved to never again leave my house unarmed. If I get out of here alive, I thought.


    Slowly, I crouched down, hands scrabbling on the floor for anything I could use as a weapon. My fingers touched something hard and cold—a piece of scrap metal discarded in a pile of refuse.


    As quietly as I could, I retrieved the length of metal. Drawing my belt knife in the other hand, I waited.


    The assassin stood facing my direction. In one hand he gripped a long, wicked knife, in the other a small crossbow—no doubt the source of the projectile that had been meant for me.


    Without taking his eyes from the street, the assassin's fingers deftly reloaded the crossbow. I knew how long it would take him to draw back the string, lock the trigger in place, and set the quarrel. I had only seconds.


    The belt dagger flew through the air at his face. The throw was poorly executed, and only the pommel struck the assassin—doing little more than distracting him for a heartbeat.


    That was as much as I could hope for. I lunged from the doorway, covering the distance between us with quick strides.


    The metal bar cracked down on the wrist holding the crossbow, and I heard his grunt of pain as the weapon clattered on the cobbled stones of the street. I flicked the bar towards the knife in his other hand, intending to knock it from his grasp as well.


    With surprising speed, he pulled his hand out of the way, slicing a vicious blow at my head. He spun with the force of the blow, lifting his leg and swinging his heel around to catch me in the side of my head.


    The helmet I had worn beneath the cloak saved me from being knocked unconscious, but my head rang from the force of the blow. It knocked me a few steps away, and I struggled to clear my head.


    When my eyes finally focused, I saw the assassin limping towards me—favoring the foot that had struck me. He had not been expecting to kick a helmeted head, and his soft boots provided little protection for the now-shattered bones in his heel.


    I stood over Egad's body, his sword in easy reach. The assassin saw it, and lurched towards me awkwardly—hoping to run me through before Egad's sword cleared its sheath.


    It was not the sword that I plucked from his belt, but a small, palm-sized object. Egad's nightstalker, I thought. It will be enough.


    Metal bar in one hand, nightstalker in the other, I met the rush of the assassin.


    His movements were slow, giving me time to raise the metal bar to block the descending long knife. My fingers searched for the familiar indentation notched into the side of the nasty little device, and I smiled as I felt the blade slide out. I punched him in the ribs, and felt wet blood as the blade slid between bones and into smooth heart muscle.


    He had minutes—if not seconds—before he bled out.


    "Who sent you?"


    He had dropped the knife, and now clutched the wound in his side. "Go to hell."


    I heard a satisfying crunch as I brought the metal bar down on his injured hand. His yell of pain indicated breaking fingers.


    "Once more. Who sent you?"


    "Fuck you, you-" This time, it was his collarbone that broke beneath the force of the metal in my hands.


    "Last chance. Who sent you?" I placed the blade of the nightstalker beneath his eye—it would be a pleasure to remove it.


    "I don’t know!" His tone was pleading. "I never met the one who gave me my orders. They were simply delivered along with the payment."


    "Let's try a different approach, then." I pressed the blade into his eyes, eliciting a scream of pain. "Who were you sent to kill?"


    "I was told to be at this spot tonight, waiting for those who use this stairway down to the canal. I was to kill the one named Deucalion, and any companions he may have with him." I could hear his voice weaken as his blood spilled onto the street.


    So I was the target of the attack. Who could have known that I would be here, and tonight of all nights? The canal was traveled by many, but our hidden alcoves around the city were a closely guarded secret of the Legion of the Night. Along with these wicked little nightstalkers, of course. I snapped the little blade back into the device before pocketing it.


    The man's weak cough broke me from my thoughts.


    "What was your payment, assassin?" I spat the word with disdain.


    "Gold."


    "Be more specific."


    "Imperial gold, stamped with the face of the Empress."


    It was the gold that floated freely around the city, the gold that every noble, priest, and lord could easily get their hands on.


    "How was it delivered?"


    "Dead…drop…" His voice was fading, the blood pouring from his torn heart too fast for him to staunch.


    "Where is the drop?"


    He opened his mouth to speak, but his voice was too weak for me to hear. I placed my ears as close to his bloody lips as I could.


    "Long…live…the…king."


    I felt the hot breath on my cold ears as the assassin took his last breath.


    The king?
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    Egad's body lay motionless in the bottom of the boat. It had taken all of my strength to lift the man to my shoulders, and I was exhausted after carrying him down the stairs.


    No matter how hot the fire in my muscles burned, it was the inferno in my mind that held my attention.


    First, the death of Egad had hit me harder than I expected. No matter that the man had been paid to protect me—it made the pain no less real that he had died at the end of a quarrel meant for me.


    I had not known him well, but knowing that he was a Nightstalker was enough for me. Those who killed him will pay!


    Then there was the matter of how the assassin had known where we were to be that night. None but the Imperial Guards under my command knew the secrets of the safe houses, and it was a secret we guarded fiercely.


    So how had they known?


    And even more than that: Who had hired the assassin?


    There were an endless number of people lusting after the Chancellor's seat, but how many of them would use the edge of a blade to vacate the position?


    My mind whirled as I stared dumbly at the cold body in the boat.


    "Rest in peace, friend. You, at least, are fortunate enough to escape the doom that portends to be the end of us all. May you find happiness in whatever comes next."


    Egad's sharp sword sliced through the mooring rope, and the boat slowly floated with the current. His body would be delivered to the sea—a fitting end for a brave companion.


    Egad's belt sat around my waist, the weight of weapons comforting. I had donned his armor, dropping my own into the fast-flowing canal to be hidden forever in its depths. My face was hidden by his helmet, my clothing by his armor.


    I had a long way to travel to return home, but the heaviness in my heart and whirling in my mind made the distance seem far greater than it truly was.


    The sun would be up soon. It was time to move.
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    My mind whirled and my legs protested as I ran, the muscles screaming in agony.


    I ran until my mind numbed, blocking out the thoughts swirling through my head—thoughts of doom, of death, of secret plots to kill me.


    I ran until my lungs were on fire, my heart beating as if trying to escape my chest.


    I have no doubt that I made for an unusual spectacle. A man in full armor ran through the darkened streets of Atateide, weapons and harness clanking quietly as he moved.


    I ran until I could run no more.
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    Collapsing against a wall, I gasped—desperately trying to fill my lungs with the air my body craved. Sweat poured down my face, and the robes beneath my armor were soaked.


    I slid to the floor, resting as I recovered from what seemed like endless hours of running. My eyes closed of their own volition—not enough sleep and too much mental and physical exertion catching up with me.


    My mind barely registered the nearby noise. It took long seconds for it to penetrate the fog of my inner turmoil and outer exhaustion.


    "Help!"


    The cry was faint—so quiet I could barely hear it.


    "Help!"


    It came again, this time louder and more insistent. The voice of a woman.


    My body and mind warred with the haze of exhaustion. Adrenaline coursed sluggishly through my body, galvanizing my fatigued muscles into slow action.


    Aching and tired, I levered myself to my feet—clinging to the wall for support as my quivering legs finally found strength.


    "Help! Someone help, please!" The cry came from a nearby house.


    I ducked through the shadows of the early morning, slipping towards the house from which I had heard the plea for aid.


    "Hel-"


    The cry was cut off, the meaty sound of a blow striking flesh audible from where I stood.


    A door stood open at the top of a small set of stairs. I flattened myself against the side of the house, peering cautiously through the doorway to see what was taking place inside.


    A woman sat in a high-backed chair, ropes holding her unconscious form in place. There were three men in the room. One was using a strip of cloth to gag her mouth.


    "What the fuck do you think you're doing hitting her, Cask?"


    "I had to shut her up. She was crying out for help, and we couldn't risk anyone hearing her."


    "Our orders were to bring her to our master, you shit-brained idiot. He said nothing about a giant bruise on her face."


    The largest of the three struck a smaller man, sending him reeling and holding his nose.


    "Fuck you, Tarrit." Blood leaked between his fingers. "You broke by fucking dose."


    "Shut up, or I'll break something else." I quickly ducked out of sight as he looked towards the open doorway. "Go close the door."


    As the man with the broken nose reached for the door handle, he was startled by a sudden sensation in his foot. It felt somehow rooted to the ground, and he couldn't move it to step back into the house.


    Looking down, he felt the pain at the same time as he saw the embedded dagger. His scream was my cue to move.


    "What the f…?"


    A sharp sword blade took him through the throat, and the momentum of my charge pushed the dying man out of my way.


    The two men inside the house stood dumbfounded for a long second, watching their companion being bowled aside by a man in heavy armor and carrying a wicked-looking sword.


    "Who in the hells are…?"


    He had no time to finish his question, but had to throw himself against the nearby wall to avoid being impaled on my sword. I heard the air whooshing from his lungs.


    The other man—the one called Tarrit—stood at the ready, his sword pointing menacingly towards me.


    "Shit." He studied my armor. "A Protector."


    He can't distinguish between the armor of the Protectors and the Imperial Guard, I thought. Good.


    The well-earned reputation of the Protectors put real fear into his eyes. As well as their loyalty, they were known for being ruthless killers. The fact that I only wore the armor of the Protectors—lacking much of their training—was one he had no need to know.


    His lunge was desperate and unexpected, and I barely managed to bat it aside with my own blade. He knew that he would receive no mercy from the figure in the armor, so he fought like a madman. His only hope would be to kill me before I killed him.


    A feat I wasn't sure I would be able to accomplish. My opponent was highly skilled, and he pressed me hard with his furious strikes. It had been months since I last faced off in the practice yard, and my skills were rusty.


    Thankfully, my armor was not.


    A blow that would have easily broken through the armor of the Protectors clanged harmlessly off the Imperial Guard plate I wore. I followed it up with a vicious slash to the head that took off the man's ear as it sliced deep into his jugular vein.


    I felt a blow to the back of my helmet, and spun around in time to catch the descending blade of the final assailant. His sword strike was followed by a thrust of a dagger he had produced from gods knew where, and only the armor of my dead Nightstalker saved me.


    The blow was hard enough to push me back, and the man pressed his advantage. Strike followed thrust followed slash, and I found myself retreating under the flurry of blows.


    A trickle of blood leaked from my arm—one lucky thrust. Thankfully, the wound was shallow, nowhere near enough to impair my movement. It did, however, clearly illustrate how outmatched I was.


    Phoris' face flashed through my mind, along with one of the many tricks he loved to use to win our sparring sessions.


    I backpedaled quickly, forcing the man to lunge forward to follow me. I ducked beneath his outstretched blade, and my sword cut into the joint of his knee. Screaming with pain, he fell to the floor—leg skewed at an awkward angle.


    A blow from the pommel of my sword rendered him unconscious. I may need to question him later.


    The woman in the chair had not moved during the brief struggle, but I heard her groans as she stirred, then stilled once more.


    Rushing over to where she sat, I sliced through the ropes that bound her. The hooded robe she wore covered her face, but I had no time to wonder who she was. I wasn't sure if her assailants had been acting alone, or if there were others on their way here at this moment. I doubted that I had the stamina for another fight, so I chose the better part of valor: flight.


    Hefting the woman's slight frame in my arms, we made our escape.
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    She weighed little, but I couldn't carry her any longer. My arms were tired, yet I knew I had to keep moving. My feet felt like lead, and the exhaustion of the night threatened to drop me where I stood.


    And still I walked, carrying the woman in my arms until I was sure I was safe.


    Familiar buildings and streets soon surrounded me, and I turned my steps towards a garden I knew well. A small fountain bubbled in the center of the park, the perfect spot for me to gently set my burden down.


    The wind had blown the hood from her face, but the morning light was still dim. I could only see that it was a well-shaped face. The features were strong and well-formed, her hair was dark in the dim light.


    I placed my hands in the fountain, and dabbed a bit of the water on her face to gently nudge her back into the realm of consciousness. She stirred gently, moaning as she moved.


    The first rays of light filtered over the rooftops, and I could see the red mark where Cask had struck her. It would be a nasty bruise, but the bone beneath was unbroken.


    Somehow, the face seemed familiar to me, and I searched my tired brain to see if I could place it. The dim light failed to illuminate her adequately.


    "Can you stand?"


    Gently supporting her weight, I helped her to her feet.


    "I-I think so." That voice was familiar as well.


    "Good. Let's try to walk a ways." I could see her struggle with the nausea that accompanied being knocked unconscious, leaning on my arm for support. I half-carried her as we took halting steps towards a stone bench just a few paces away.


    She sank onto it with obvious relief, moaning once again as she rested her head on the cool stone behind her. She reached up to touch her face, pulling back her cloak to reveal a nasty bruise on the back of her head. She must have been struck before I arrived, and had only regained consciousness moments before I had heard her cries for help.


    Day was fully dawning now, and the light provided a clear view of the woman's face now that she had thrown back her hood.


    In front of me, blinking her eyes, wincing at the pain in her head, and looking haggard and disheveled sat the most powerful woman in the world: Immortal Empress Tatho of Atlantis.


    

  


  
    Chapter 7


    


    Panic tightened the muscles of my chest, and my breath caught in my lungs as I stared down at the bruised face of my empress.


    What in the fiery hells of Cronos had she been doing in that house? Who were those men? Had they been trying to kill her, or just capture her? Tarrit had said they had "orders"—but from whom?


    "Th-thank you." The faint voice of the empress drew my attention back to the slight figure sitting on the stone bench.


    "Are you alright, my lady?"


    "Y…yes. I think so. My head is swimming, and I feel queasy, but I should be able to walk." She still had not recognized my voice, Egad's helmet hiding my features from view. For some reason I could not explain, I felt no desire to let the Empress know it was I who had found her.


    "Allow me to accompany you. The streets of the city are not safe, as my lady no doubt discovered first hand this night."


    "Of course!" Her face twisted in panic as the events of the night appeared to return to her memory. "How can I ever thank you, good soldier?"


    "It is my duty, my lady."


    "I see you wear the armor of the Imperial Guard. Do you know the house of Deucalion, Historian to the Empress?"


    "Yes, my lady. I know it well."


    "Would you show me the way?"


    Why was she coming to see me?


    "I was, in fact, heading in that direction when I chanced upon my lady and her dire situation."


    "It seems that you are to be my savior twice this day. I am forever indebted to you."


    "It is an honor to provide assistance to one so lovely. If my lady would consent to take my arm, I believe the Lord Deucalion's home is not far."
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    "My lord?" The knocking on my door was persistent. I ignored it, pretending to be deep in slumber. "My Lord Deucalion? Are you awake?"


    "Wha….?" I groaned in the best imitation of a man freshly awoken from a sound sleep. "What is it?"


    With the few hours of sleep I had had in the previous days, it wasn't hard to sound like a man angry at being awakened.


    "My lord, the Empress awaits you in the sitting room. She seems most troubled, and wishes to speak with you immediately."


    "Thank you Rassia. Inform the Empress I will attend her as soon as I can make myself presentable."


    I winced as I pulled the damp cloth of my sweat-stained shirt free of my body. The blood that had crusted on the shallow wound on my arm was a sobering reminder of tonight's events—a reminder I would not soon forget.


    Escorting the empress home had been an easy task—the fountain where we had sat was one I visited whenever I fancied a short stroll.


    "My lady, I fear I must leave you now. My duties beckon, so it is with a heavy heart that I depart—yet gladdened knowing you are safe."


    "What duties could demand your attention at this hour?"


    "Roaming the streets, searching for mischief, rescuing fair maidens in their time of need."


    I remembered the smile touching her eyes as well as her lips. "I cannot thank you enough, brave warrior, for what you did this night."


    "It was an honor to be of service to my lady."


    "What is your name, soldier?"


    "Apologies, my lady, but I must be off."


    "Wait! Tell me your name so I can see that you receive just reward for your service."


    "It is unnecessary, my lady. I simply fulfilled my duty—the same duty that now calls me away."


    Before she was able to respond or stop me, I had stridden quickly down the brightening streets.


    Turning a corner, my steps had turned into a sprint towards the walls surrounding my mansion. I found the handholds built into the smooth stone face, and climbed as quickly as the armor would permit. A quick dash across the garden and a vault through the window to my bedroom had brought me safely inside the house—just in time to answer Rassia's hesitant knock.


    The sweat-stained clothing were discarded into a heap in the closet, the armor hung in my dressing room. I donned fresh robes, and looked at my reflection in the small mirror I kept in my room.


    I was exhausted, and my face showed it. Cold water splashed on my face had some effect on the tiredness threatening me, but I could see dark circles under my eyes. There was nothing further I could do, as I had to make haste to attend the Empress.


    "My Empress called?"


    She stood as I entered, and I couldn't help noticing how haggard she looked. "My gods, Deucalion, you look as bad as I feel." The bruise on her face had begun purpling, and I could see the tremor in her hands.


    "Rassia, two mugs of parasa, please." The servant girl stood nearby, awaiting instructions.


    "Of course, my Lord." She scurried from the room, hurrying to carry out my orders.


    "My Empress must forgive me. The last few days have been demanding, as you no doubt know." I pretended to notice her face for the first time. "Empress! What has happened to you? Your face…"


    "My good Historian, you have no idea of the night I had had." If only she knew how wrong she was… "I was visiting a … friend, and on my return, I was attacked."


    "Attacked?" I hoped I was as good an actor as I thought I was. Thankfully, Rassia's returning with the steaming mugs of parasa—a drink made from soothing herbs—distracted her.


    "Yes! The men knocked me unconscious and bound me to a chair. When I awoke, I feigned sleep—wishing to hear what they said. They talked of bringing me to their master, spoke of the horrible things he would do to me."


    "By the gods…!"


    "Well, I knew I had to find a way to break free. Unfortunately, the bonds were too tight, so I cried out for help. I hoped that someone would hear my cries and rescue me, and oh, how the gods answered my prayers!"


    There was an odd light in her eyes as she spoke, her voice becoming feverish with excitement.


    "The man who came to my rescue set upon the thugs that held me. Oh, the glory of it, Deucalion! You should have seen him—slaying the ruffians as if they were little more than straw effigies!"


    "You saw this man, Empress?"


    I had been sure she was unconscious. The battle she spoke of was far more heroic than the desperate struggle I had barely escaped.


    "I saw through a haze, Deucalion, but I knew him to be a brave soldier the moment he appeared. He carried me in his arms from the room, though my consciousness fled me again. When I awoke, he helped me stand, gave me to drink, and escorted me here."


    Disappointment filled her eyes.


    "But, like a specter in the night, he disappeared before I could give him proper thanks."


    "What an astonishing tale, Empress! To hear you tell it, one would imagine the mighty Togan himself came to your aid this night. Who was this brave warrior?"


    "I wish I knew, Historian. I thought for a moment that his voice was known to me, but I never saw his face."


    I had no idea why I panicked at this.


    "You're certain you have no idea as to his identity?"


    "None whatsoever, Deucalion. All I know is that he wore the armor and insignia of the Imperial Guard."


    "All Imperial Guards wear a unique badge to identify them. Did you notice any markings aside from those of the Imperial Guard?"


    "I cannot say, Deucalion." It’s adorable how she scrunches up her face to think.


    "If my Empress saw the man in question, would she be able to recognize him by his armor?"


    "Of course, Historian! I shall never forget the man who so bravely risked his life to save my own. I wish to reward him for his courage and daring this night."


    "I will do my utmost to locate your rescuer. Shall I call my men to escort my Empress home?"


    "No, Deucalion. I would stay here for the time being, if it is not an imposition."


    "My Empress is always welcome, though I am ashamed that my home can offer only limited comforts. The Empress is accustomed to much more elegant furnishings than her Historian can provide."


    "Nonsense, Deucalion. I quite enjoy the simplicity of your home—a welcome change from the gaudy trappings of the Palace."


    "Thank you, my Empress. My quarters should be adequately comfortable for my lady."


    "I cannot take your bed, Deucalion, for you appear to be as sorely in need of sleep as I."


    "My Empress must accede to this request."


    "Very well, Deucalion. I thank you." She smiled—a truly beautiful smile.


    "It is an honor to offer the Empress my home. I will be immediately available should my Empress have need of me—in the rooms across the halls. My household is at your disposal."


    She took my outstretched hands, slowly pulling herself to her feet. A few shaky steps, and I noticed the wobbling of her legs.


    "Are you alright, Empress?"


    "Yes, Historian, I am quite alright." Her tone was snappy—she strongly disliked appearing weak in front of anyone. "I will be fine once I have rested."


    "Allow me to offer my arm."


    "Once again, Historian, I thank you."


    I placed my arm around her waist, and she leaned her weight on me as we walked down the hall toward my rooms.


    As inappropriate as it was at the moment, I found myself unable to resist noticing the beauty of the woman walking beside me. I had rarely seen her without the adornments of the imperial court, yet her beauty was all the more apparent for its unadorned simplicity.


    Her body felt delicate in my hands, and I worried that I would break her as I helped her to walk. The scent of roses filled my nose, and her hair—a lustrous black, I noticed for the first time—hung free, reaching to her slim waist.


    To any man, she would be attractive. I found myself thinking like any man.


    Her body sagged into the soft bed, and I pulled back the blankets for her.


    "Thank you, Deucalion." Her voice was soft and tired.


    "It is nothing, my Empress. I am ever here to serve." I had never been more sincere.


    I crept from the room as silently as I could, trying to avoid waking her. Her eyes had closed as soon as her head had touched the pillow, and gentle snores soon rose—a very un-Imperial sound indeed.


    The cool covers of the spare bed brought my body welcome rest, but once again my mind raced. I tried to sleep, but could not get the scent of the empress from my head, or the feel of her hand on my arm.


    Why am I thinking these things? To the empress, I am her Chancellor—nothing more.


    I struggled to clear my mind, and exhaustion finally overtook me.
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    "Someone turn off that gods-be-damned light!"


    The midday sun streamed through the curtains, hitting me full in the face. My eyelids cracked open, and for a long moment I had no idea where I was.


    Then everything flooded back.


    The prophet. Egad. The empress.


    Dressing hastily, I quietly opened the door to my room. The empress still slept, buried in the thick blankets on my bed.


    Relief flooded me—relief that she was unharmed, relief that I had survived the night, relief that I had a few moments to eat something before I once again became Historian and Chancellor to the empress sleeping in my bed.


    The scents wafting from the kitchen beckoned alluringly, and my stomach growled in response. It felt like an age since I had last eaten, a situation I promised to rectify immediately.


    "Good morning, master." The red cheeks of the head chef split into a grin as he saw me enter. "What will my lord have for breakfast?"


    "What culinary delights do you have to tempt me, faithful Carrus?" The man who was lord and master in this kitchen continued bustling around the stove, hastily snatching this and that as he worked.


    "I'm sure there's a stale crust of bread that can be found in the house, my lord Deucalion. Alas, the master of the house has been lax in doling out coin to his humble servant the cook, so the pantry is woefully bare."


    "Spare me the rhetoric, Carrus. You never lack for coin. Now feed me immediately or face my wrath."


    The mock anger did little to faze the true ruler of the house at this moment—the only man who could silence the gnawing in my stomach.


    "I will see what I can slap together, my lord. However, I'm sure you have business to conduct elsewhere, do you not?" The extra emphasis he placed on the "elsewhere" was his way of evicting me from his premises.


    "This is not over, insubordinate chef." Scowling at him, I fled from the kitchen with as much dignity as my loudly complaining stomach allowed.


    Thankfully, scarcely had I taken a seat at the table before a plate heaped dangerously high was set in front of me. The pastry was flaky, piping hot, and filled with spicy meat. The cold pheasant was the remains of the previous days' meal I had forgotten eating, and the steamed vegetables were excellent.


    Fruit, wine, bread, and cheese followed, with a piece of crumbling tarterra—a delicacy from my native home on the Atlantean coast, made with dried fruits, herbs, and a delightful combination of cordials and liqueurs. Decorous conduct was forgotten as my stomach asserted dominance over polite manners.


    "I see our commander has been stuffing himself silly while we are forced to lie abed." The voice of Eriesa drifted into the room as I was licking the last traces of flambéed fruit from my fingers.


    "Aye, Eriesa, it does seem that way." The words belonged to the second woman to enter. "And us having little to eat but stale bread, warm water, and the oats not fed to the Empress' horses."


    The two women entering the room were as night and day. Where one was tall and dark-skinned, the other was small and bore the pale skin of a pure-blood Atlantean.


    Both, however, bore the impressive musculature of professional warriors—the scars as well.


    "Kathriss. Eriesa. You look well." I smiled at the women, two of the best Imperial Guards.


    "Aye, Lord Deucalion, but no thanks you'll get from us. Forcing us to lie inactive while the rest of you have all the fun—torture, I tell you!"


    "So, you've heard about the incident at the temple, I take it?" Tall, swarthy Kathriss nodded in reply.


    "And, my lord-" Pale Eriesa stepped closer and lowered her voice to a whisper, "we heard of the events of last night."


    "Last night?"


    "The Empress."


    "How?" Word traveled fast among the Nightstalkers, but it had been mere hours.


    "Please, Deucalion. You may be the nominal commander, but not the only one with something occupying the space between their ears." My raised eyebrow was far less imperious than I liked. "Derchon was on guard last night when the Empress stumbled in."


    He had no doubt sent a message instantly to the rest of the Imperial Guard.


    "Does the Legion know?"


    "Aye, save for Egad and Vannen. The former has not been found, and the latter lies in the infirmary from a blow to the head."


    "What?" Vannen's plight was news to me. "What happened?"


    "He was set upon as he left Argon's residence last night."


    "Is he badly hurt?"


    "He will live, the thick-skulled bastard."


    "Thank the gods." I examined the two women standing in front of me. "You two look much better than you did not more than a week ago."


    "Aye, my lord, and ready to take our place at the Empress' side once again."


    I heard a tone of recrimination in their voices. I had ordered them to stay in bed and recover, despite their protests that they were needed.


    "You can both barely stand straight, and yet you expect me to believe that you're well enough to don the armor once again?"


    "Our wounds were not serious, Commander." They had been within spitting distance of death's door, no matter what they said.


    "Listen, the attack on Lord Chlovan's wagon is less than two weeks past, and you still need rest. Bones need time to set, and wounds require time to heal."


    "And yet, Commander, the Empress was attacked last night. Where were her guards then?"


    "From what I gather, she somehow managed to leave the Palace undetected. She was too distraught to give me much detail last night, but I will question her more thoroughly once she awakes."


    "Once who awakes, Historian?"


    The empress in question entered the room.


    "Immortal Empress." The two women dropped to their knees, fists clenched against their hearts.


    "Kathriss, Eriesa. It does me good to see you on your feet."


    "The Empress honors us." Eriesa's words were formal. "We are your servants. Would you consider speaking to the Commander on our behalf?"


    The empress regarded me with a quizzical look, and I explained. "My Empress, these two were just trying to convince me that they were fit enough to return to your side."


    "After the events of last night, don't you agree that they are needed, Historian?"


    "Of course, my Empress, but I worry that they are not yet fully recovered." The look of determination mirrored in both pairs of eyes made up my mind. "However, I release you two from the imprisonment of the comfortable beds where you have been suffering so."


    "My Lord." The bow was deep, and I caught a hint of a smile on Eriesa's face as she made her obeisance to the empress.


    "I will await you here." The two women hurried out of the room at the empress' words. "My heart feared for those two, Historian. After the attack on Lord Chlovan, I worried that they would pass into the beyond."


    "I fear that those two are far too stubborn to die from something as simple as broken bones and a half-dozen arrow wounds apiece. Even if they were to die, I have no doubt they would raise such a fuss that Cronos himself would send them back to this world just to be rid of them."


    We shared a smile, and I took the moment to look over the woman standing in front of me.


    "My Empress looks refreshed. A night of sleep has done you well."


    "Yes, I feel much better. I thank you, Lord Deucalion, for the use of your room. With a good meal, I believe I could almost feel myself again."


    "Of course, Empress. I will have something sent immediately." A signal to a nearby servant sent her scurrying into the kitchen for some food. "Might I make a suggestion, my Empress?"


    "Speak, Historian."


    "No one but myself and the Imperial Guard know that my Empress is in this house. Perhaps it would be best to keep it that way."


    "What are your thoughts?"


    "I can provide the Empress with a simple outfit that will allow her to pass through the streets unnoticed. She can return through the side entrance to the Palace without attracting attention. No one will ever know that she has ever left. After the events of last night, I believe a bit of secrecy would be prudent."


    "A wise thought, Deucalion. Very well, have your servant bring the food to your room, and direct me to these simple outfits."


    "My Empress will find them in my wardrobe." She raised an eyebrow. "Not mine, of course! I have a … visitor who keeps her clothing there."


    "Of course, the Historian's paramour. A subject of much debate at court."


    "As you say, my Empress. You will find that she has excellent taste, and she is of a size with her Immortal Highness."


    "I will select something, and will be ready to leave as soon as I have eaten."


    "I will await your Highness here."


    It felt wonderful to just sit at ease at the table as the empress dressed, a moment of peace in what had been a fairly hectic last few days.


    Kathriss and Eriesa silently entered the room, standing at attention as they waited. They had wisely donned cloaks over their Imperial Guard armor, understanding before I gave the command that the Empress would likely want to leave unobserved.


    "Deucalion!"


    The shout broke through the silence of the house, sending me rushing down the hall towards my room—the room where the empress sat alone and unguarded.


    The door was unlocked, and I burst through the door to find her wide-eyed and staring.


    "My Empress? Are you-?"


    "Look!" Her tone was commanding and surprised at the same time. "It's his."


    She pointed at the suit of armor that lay in my wardrobe. Egad's armor. The armor that had been worn by the man that had rescued her this morning.


    "My Empress?"


    "The man who saved me. This is his armor."


    "Is my empress certain?"


    "Of course I am certain. See the markings here-" she pointed to the fist engraved into the shoulder strap "-this is his."


    "You have no doubt that this is his, Empress?"


    The look she turned on me was impatient. "Deucalion, why do you question me? Of course I am certain. Why do you look at me like my mind has fled?"


    "It belonged to Egad, one of the Imperials under my command."


    "Belonged?"


    The lie came to my lips before I understood why I wanted to keep the identity of her mystery rescuer a secret.


    "Yes, my Empress. It was found on his body this morning—floating down the canal."


    "His body?"


    "Yes, Empress."


    Shock showed on her face, and she looked suspiciously at me. "If he is dead, why is the armor here, Historian?"


    "It is a custom of mine, Empress, to clean the armor of the deceased Imperial Guard myself. A way to honor those who gave their life in service of the Empress." Lies upon lies. Why am I doing this? "The armor is then passed to the next to join the Legion."


    It was only a half-lie. The armor was passed on according to Imperial Guard tradition. I could almost feel the surprise in the unmoving bodies of the two women behind me.


    "Did he have family?"


    "No, Empress. His life was spent in your service."


    She seemed saddened at this.


    "I will do something to honor his passing. I must mull on it, but I will find a way to repay the debt of this soldier's service to me in my hour of need."


    "As my Empress wishes."


    "Now, with my two most faithful Imperials by my side, I am ready to return home."


    "Are you certain that these two will be enough?" It took all of Kathriss' discipline not to snort at this. "I am not willing to let anything happen to the Empress."


    "I have no doubt that they will suffice, Deucalion."


    They have protected her for years, and she no doubt is comfortable with them by her side. "The Empress commands."


    "Once again, Historian, I thank you for your aid."


    "It is my duty and my pleasure, Empress."


    "I will see you this evening, Historian?"


    "This evening?"


    "Lord Duquess' gala."


    I had forgotten about the soiree—due to take place in a scant few hours.


    "Does the Empress command my presence?" My tone stopped just short of whining.


    "Of course she does, Historian." Her stern look softened slightly. "After recent events, I am in need of familiar faces."


    "As my Empress wishes." My bow was deep. "Until this evening, Immortal One."


    I was left alone with my thoughts as the empress and her guards made their exit unseen from my house. I knew that Kathriss and Eriesa were more than capable of bringing the empress to the palace undetected, leaving me to fret over the events of last night.


    Egad dead. The empress captured. Vannen attacked and wounded.


    There was a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach as I slowly began the arduous process of preparing for tonight's gala event.


    As I dressed, the prophet's words boomed in my mind once more.


    "I shall send destruction upon you, and there will not one of you be left alive."


    

  


  
    Chapter 8


    


    The carriage deposited me in front of the sprawling estate of the Lord Duquess.


    The mansion was by far the most elaborate and richly-decorated in Atateide—in all of Atlantis, no doubt. Built into the side of the huge mountain casting its shadow over the city, the complex held a place of prestige—overlooking the rest of Atateide.


    Colorfully dressed men and women strolled the vast gardens around the house, enjoying the meticulous lawns, elaborately trimmed hedges, and the exotic plants Lord Duquess had brought from around the world.


    Fountains bubbled merrily nearby, brightly shining fish swimming in the clear water of gently flowing rivers. Walkways crossed bridges, meandered alongside streams, and led to elegant gazebos dotting the property.


    Without the signs providing directions, it would be easy to wander hopelessly for hours.


    Visitors strolled through marble archways towering high overhead, huge pillars supporting the domed ceilings of the ballroom. Huge chandeliers swung from thick gilded chains, dazzling lamplight reflected from hundreds of angles. The grand stairs descending into the hall gave those entering the room an impressive view.


    "Chancellor Deucalion enters, alone."


    The booming voice of Lord Duquess' herald made me wince as I entered the gargantuan ballroom. I much preferred to enter the party unnoticed—a desire that had been ruined the moment I was announced.


    Descending the stairs, I couldn't help but marvel at the press of bodies below. The annual gala held by Lord Duquess was the most anticipated social event of the year, though I dreaded it. Lords and ladies from across the realm endeavored to be invited to the affair, traveling from hundreds of leagues off just to rub elbows with the high and mighty in Atateide.


    "Greetings, Lord Chancellor." Lady Duquess stood at her husband's side, greeting the guests as they entered.


    "The work of Tullus Graccus is truly impressive, is it not, my Lord and Lady Duquess? I can say with sincerity that I have never seen anything as elegant as the creations of the great builder." The mansion built by the legendary artisan and architect was renowned as the greatest marvel of modern architecture on the continent.


    "I bid you welcome, my Lord Chancellor."


    "My thanks, my Lord, Lady. I am honored to be invited."


    A deep bow from the hosts, and they turned to greet the next guests descending the stairs.


    A servant ambled by, and I snatched a drink from the tray he carried. I knew I would not make it through this evening completely sober, though I could not drink too much. I was still on duty, in both my capacity as Chancellor to the Empress and that of Commander of the Imperial Guard.


    Murgen's nod was barely noticeable as I walked past him, the massive man dressed as one of the guests attending the party. His blond hair showed his Nordic heritage, but he was obviously comfortable among the blue bloods of the realm—the reason he was the one in disguise this night.


    The man was an odd dichotomy. His massive hands gripped the handle of an ax as if he was born to war, yet he carried himself with the grace and poise of a noble. The same hands that dealt death with such proficiency were also capable of delicate surgery. I knew from firsthand experience how adept he was with the needle.


    The servant walking past looked supremely uncomfortable in the livery he wore. I had to stop a smile from creasing my face as I watched Traga balancing the tray of drinks.


    The little man was completely unsuited to be a guest at the party, his life on the streets of Atateide inclining him more towards slicing throats in the dark than polite conversation. He suited the role of a servant, though the elegant outfits worn by the Duquess' household servants were far beyond anything he had worn before tonight.


    Derchon and Angrion stood nearby, decked in the official ceremonial armor of the Imperial Guard. They looked as stern and fearsome as I knew they would. Those two certainly filled their armor well. As if they emerged from the womb armed for war.


    "The Chancellor has deigned to grace us with his presence this evening." The voice from behind me was silky smooth, arresting my attention immediately.


    "My Empress." I struck a deep bow, followed by a far shallower one to lord on her arm.


    "As late as ever, Deucalion." Lord Armark deliberately used my name in place of my title—an obvious sign of disrespect. "What will his excuse be, Empress? Perhaps a stack of musty old books demanded his urgent attention."


    "Oh, Armark, don't be cruel. The Lord Chancellor always has a good reason for arriving late, doesn't he?"


    Her raised eyebrow demanded an explanation from me.


    "I offer my humblest apologies at my tardy arrival. Matters of an urgent nature prevented my punctual attendance."


    "Perhaps my Historian will consent to taking a turn of the dance floor with his Empress as a way of atoning for his tardiness."


    Wicked woman. She knew exactly how much I hated dancing, and so had used this as a means of punishment. Though, I had to admit the thought of dancing with the beautiful figure on front of me held appeal.


    "Of course, my Empress."


    "If you will excuse me, Lord Armark." The man struggled to form a protest, but the empress coolly slid her arm from his grasp. She extended her hand, allowing me to lead her out onto the dance floor. Kathriss followed a pace behind, Eriesa breaking through the crowd ahead of us.


    "Would it not seem inappropriate for the Empress to dance with her Historian?"


    I was determined to escape this cruel fate.


    "Of course not, foolish Deucalion. Tonight, we are a man and a woman, no more. Besides, I have commanded it, and you shall not escape until you have danced at least one song with your Empress." The look on her face turned mock serious. "Is it such a horrible fate?"


    "As my Empress commands."


    The steps were intricate, the music complex, and the dance floor crowded. It required much of my attention to keep up with the empress, who flowed around the hall with elegant grace.


    I felt guilty at my protests as I saw her face transform from the stern mask of the Empress. She seemed to be at peace, happy for the first time in a long time. The smile on her face was far less forced than the one I foolishly plastered on my own.


    "Tell me about the madman, Deucalion." It took all of my willpower to keep my face the grimacing mask I had adopted for the dance.


    "Empress?"


    "Smile and dance as if we speak of poetry and flowers. Keep that foolish grin on your face to keep up appearances."


    I hoped none of the confusion I felt showed on my face.


    "You said that you would inform me when you were informed of the location of the madman prophet. Well, report, Historian."


    What could I say?


    "He has been set free." I felt a tightening in my chest as I spoke the words that had risen unbidden to my lips.


    "What?!" Her smile turned dangerously sharp.


    "Yes, Empress. I was told to release him, and so I obeyed." The words tumbled out of me, beyond my control.


    "Who told you to release him? I am the one who commands you, none other."


    "His god commanded it, Empress." What in Cronos' cold hells was I saying?


    "His god?" Her tone turned icy cold, mocking. "Did this god deliver the message himself, or did his hairy messenger tell you?"


    "I cannot explain it, Empress, nor can I give you good reason why I acted as I did. All I know is that I was compelled to release him."


    "And how did this command come? Was there a flash of light, a booming voice in your ears? Did the God send you a sign?"


    "No sign, no voice, Empress. Just a feeling within. His time is not yet come, and I am not the one to stop him." Where was this coming from? I felt like my mouth was running away from me.


    "What does that mean?"


    "It means that he will return to speak again. It is the will of his God." How did I know all of this?


    She digested the information silently as we continued our whirl in time with the music. I could see the furrows in her forehead—the only indication she gave her mind was bent to unraveling the puzzle of my actions.


    Finally, after what seemed like long hours but what could only have been a matter of minutes, the music came to a halt. Leaning forward to kiss the empress' hand, her whisper was barely audible.


    "Next time you see the man, I would speak with him." No recriminations for my actions, no demand for an explanation.


    With a swish of her low-cut, gauzy dress, the slim form of the empress turned its back to me and disappeared into the crowd of celebrants.


    Something within me seemed to snap as I stood there, the beginning notes of a new song ringing in my ears. Couples around me stumbled to and from the dance floor, while I stood rooted in place.


    I was uncertain of why I had told the empress that he had been released, but I knew that I would give the order the moment I could speak to one of my Imperials. Something within me commanded it, and I could no more ignore the command than I could ignore my empress.


    Kathriss bumped me gently as she followed the empress. "What did you do to piss her off, Commander?"


    What had I done?
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    Three drinks and a quarter of an hour later, I still had no idea why the words had come out of my mouth. Why didn't I tell the empress the truth? Why didn't I want her to know that I had spoken to the madman?


    It had taken but a moment to find Traga and slip him the message to free the giant. The little man had looked at me gratefully, preferring to scurry through darkened streets rather than wear the gilded livery of the Lord Duquess.


    I had stood to the side of the room for a long while, snatching at every drink as it passed me on a servant's tray. The watery alcohol could do little to clear the fog in my head, or slow the beating of my heart.


    Something had just happened, but what?


    The gala continued around me, men and women moving in time to the music, mingling with one another, making polite conversation. Colorful bodies flowed past my field of view, and some even attempted to engage me.


    I knew not what I said to them, but somehow managed to find an excuse to disengage from each new conversation.


    "You look like flaming horse apples, Deucalion."


    Phoris' voice cut into my thoughts.


    "What in Cronos' hells are you wearing?"


    He actually looked like he belonged in this crowd, elegantly dressed in clothes of the latest fashion.


    "Not a word." His face was stern, serious, and obviously displeased by the outfit he was wearing. "I had no choice in the matter. It was … pressed upon me."


    "What a striking picture of a dashing Duke of Ducasia you make." My ribs complained at the sharpness of the elbow as he jabbed at me.


    "Look, Deucalion."


    The nod of his chin indicated the Lord Armark, who stood nursing a large glass of something inebriating at the other end of the room. Whispering into the ear of the red-faced, long-nosed lord was a man I found equally distasteful—Lord Pandar of Yucatan.


    "Those two are up to no good, you can be certain."


    As if hearing my words and noticing my gaze, the Lord Armark's eyes fell upon me. Our eyes locked for an uncomfortable moment before the man motioned for his fellow lord to join him outside.


    "My province to overhear what they are saying." Phoris' words rang with obvious disdain for the man—an opinion I shared.


    "Gods know that we'll likely find out soon enough. He actually tried to convince the Empress to grant him a private audience."


    "I can be certain that went poorly. The Empress certainly does so dislike private audiences, doesn't she, Deucalion?"


    "That she does."


    A passing tray promised a fresh drink, and I reached out to grab the delicate glass filled with some colorful beverage made of fruit liqueurs.


    "What a man's man you are, Deucalion."


    "They are the only drinks being served, Phoris. It's not like I have much choice of beverage."


    "I know what you mean. I'd give my sword arm for a tankard of good Iqbal ale."


    The city of his birth was renowned for its breweries. We both had put their reputation to the test, and found they had earned it.


    "No sense wanting what we cannot have, my friend. Once we're-"


    My words were cut off mid-sentence as the herald's booming voice filled the hall.


    "The High Priest of Togan and retinue."


    The fat Orgas waddled into the room, bedecked in gilded robes. He was weighed down beneath robes worth a small fortune, looking like a peacock thanks to the colorful jewels adorning his neck, wrists, and hands. The heavy outfit made him look to be as wide as he was tall.


    "I'll be damned, if it isn't the fat High Priest—and wearing his Feast Day best, no less."


    "That robe he wears must cost more than my entire fortune is worth, Phoris."


    The instant the fat man began to descend the stairs, people began to glom onto him. It sickened me to see so many people attempting to curry favors from the priest.


    "Ugh!" Phoris' voice echoed my thoughts. "It makes me sick to see people treat him like he is the gods themselves!"


    "I know what you mean. If I have to hear him give one more ceremony, I'll glub…" My words were transformed into gibberish as I saw the woman approaching us.


    She was tall and slim, wearing a gown cut scandalously low across the front. Dark hair fell to the exposed honey-colored skin of her shoulders—a shade darker than most of the others in this room.


    "I … uh … er … um …" I was instantly reduced to a babbling, awkward teenager in front of this marvel.


    "You did mention that he was a charmer, brother dear." A chaste kiss was deposited on Phoris' cheek. "A way with words, this one."


    "I am sorry, sister, but the gown you wear seems to have tied the unflappable tongue of the Chancellor in knots."


    Sister? I had met Phoris' sister once, long ago. She had been a child then. The years had been kind. "You're…?"


    Phoris laughed. "Aye, my sister, Deucalion."


    "And, by the grace of the gods, brother dear, we look nothing alike."


    Her laughter was the sort that would cause poets to compose lengthy odes and epic stories. There was nothing in the world I wanted quite so much at this moment as to hear her laugh and see her smile again.


    Fuck me. Like a Gods-be-damned school lad, I was smitten.


    "My lady Phorenice, it has been an age since we last met." I bowed far more deeply than I should have. "It is a pleasure to see you once again."


    "Damn it, Phorenice, now look what you have done. Another man drooling over you like an idiot. And the Chancellor no less!"


    The laugh again—it was magical.


    "Snap out of it, Deucalion." Phoris' tone was just a bit too sharp. He was obviously very protective of his sister—younger, no doubt—and the last thing he wanted was for me to show more attention to her than was proper. "You were having a bit of fun at the High Priest's expense …"


    "Oh, right, that I was. Unfortunately I can't quite remember what I was saying about the fat bastard."


    "Perhaps a turn on the dance floor will shake free some of the cobwebs in your mind, good Chancellor."


    If looks could kill, every ancestor of mine would have died again from the glare Phoris shot me as I bowed to her. "Of course, Lady Phorenice. And please, call me Deucalion."


    "How very informal, my lord Deucalion." Her smirk was close enough to the magical smile that I was entranced.


    "Unfortunately, sister, Deucalion is an even poorer dancer than I." He was actually an adept—at dancing as well as at nearly everything else he turned his hand to. "He will crush your poor feet with his stumbling about."


    "Nonsense, Phoris. I will keep my feet safely away from those of your sister, and will be the paragon of virtue."


    I smiled a wicked grin. His hands flashed the rudest gesture our secret hand signals permitted. I ignored it as Phorenice led me away.


    "It will be good to dance with the one man in the room who will not steal glances down my blouse."


    "I make no promises, lady, but I will do my utmost to restrain myself."


    "You are as charming as Phoris promised." Her smile seemed genuine. "That man has not been able to take his eyes off me since I arrived."


    I followed her gaze and saw Lord Armark staring down his long nose towards us. His desire was written plainly on his face.


    "Lord Aardvark … er … Armark? A more repulsive man you could not find, save for the High Priest. I pity you, my lady."


    She laughed, and it was all I could do to not melt where I stood. "So tell me, what is it like to be Chancellor to the most powerful Empress in the world? Is it all scheming to rule the Empire?"


    "Ah, lady Phorenice, if only you knew how many dastardly plans I have in motion right now. I will soon be ruler of the world!"


    The laugh again—a sound that drowned out the music around me.


    "Unfortunately, my lady, it is much less conquering the world and far more listening to old men drone about taxation and wheat harvests. Much of my time is spent trying to prevent those same old men from lining their pockets with imperial gold. Of course, the duties of court jester always provide a welcome break."


    "Court jester?"


    I held the straight face for as long as I could, but I had to break out in laughter as I saw her face crinkle at the thought. "I can't believe you fell for that one, lady Phorenice."


    "Evil man." That bewitching smile on full lips. "I will get my revenge, my lord."


    Our conversation drifted along with us, the music pulling us through the evening at an enchanted pace. It seemed like hours had passed before the song ended, and yet I wanted it to spend the night talking and laughing with this entrancing woman.


    "Historian, who is this lovely creature you have on your arm?" The voice of the Empress broke through my trance.


    "My Empress, may I present the lady Phorenice of Ducasia."


    "Sister to the Captain-General? There is little resemblance."


    "A fact for which I give thanks to the gods daily, Immortal Empress. High Priest." Phorenice's deep obeisance showed due respect to both Empress and religious ruler of Atateide.


    "Chancellor Deucalion." Orgas' voice grated on my ears, the oily tones contaminating my senses even as he spoke. "Might I beg a word in private? The noise of the festivities has my head swimming."


    "Of course, High Priest." The last thing I wanted to do was be alone with this man, much less at the cost of abandoning the Lady Phorenice. Unfortunately for me, needs must. "My Empress, Lady Phorenice, my humblest apologies."


    "It is no matter, Chancellor. I wish to speak with the sister of the man who provides me with such capable protectors. Tell me, Lady Phorenice, what was it like…"


    The voices of the women trailed off as they strolled away. Orgas and I strolled in the opposite direction, exiting the ballroom in favor of the cool gardens.


    "How fares your health, Deucalion?" The fat man's question caught me off balance.


    "I beg your pardon?"


    "Your health?" An odd question.


    "I am well, priest. Thank you"


    "Good. I would be glad for you to remain that way. I have heard some troubling news."


    "Do explain, Priest." What is the bastard talking about?


    "I hear that your prisoner escaped this morning. This is certain to make the Empress most displeased—a condition that has proven … fatal for some."


    "Prisoner? Ah yes, the hairy giant of doom. Most unfortunate that he escaped, indeed. However, considering his size, I am mostly surprised he did not break free before now. I fear that even the bars of the Empress' prisons could not hold him captive for long."


    "Yes, most unfortunate. But-"


    "I must confide in you a secret, Priest." It felt wonderful to interrupt the priest. The lie made it even more enjoyable.


    "A secret, Historian? You can trust that I will keep it in strictest confidence."


    "I have reason to believe that he had accomplices. We were set upon as we transported him, and the Protectors were unable to stop him from escaping. I even lost one of my own in the fracas."


    "A Protector? Fallen? Oh dear, this is a cause for concern, indeed." I could see him struggling to hide the smile from his fat lips.


    "Yes, a loss keenly felt. Perhaps your Temple Guard might aid in the search for the man. I fear that he may be long fled by now, as it would be difficult for such a mountainous figure to avoid notice in the city."


    "Of course, Chancellor. I will send a report to the temples around the continent to be on the alert for the giant should he show his face in any city."


    "I thank you, Priest. Is that all you wished to speak with me about?"


    "Yes, and I must be returning to the festivities. The darkness of minds and hearts must receive the light of Togan—a light his humble servant must shed." A stiff bow from the waist, and his broad back retreated as he returned to the party.


    "I spread word that the man had escaped, sir." It took all of my willpower not to shout upon hearing the quiet voice beside me, opting instead to merely jump a few feet into the air.


    "Angrion, you…" The words that rushed to my lips should never be uttered by a commanding officer to his subordinates. "Do make a bit of noise next time. Let a person know that you are nearby."


    "The Captain-General had me watching you and the High Priest, sir. I heard what the Priest said."


    "What do you mean you spread the word that he had escaped?"


    "Well, sir, I had a feeling that we were going to release him, so I took steps to cover our actions before the Commander gave his orders. I can't explain why, I just knew I had to."


    That feeling was exactly like the one that had come over me when I had lied to the Empress earlier. I could not be angry.


    "Very good, Angrion. And thank the Captain-General for his forethought. Unfortunately, duty calls, Captain."


    "Commander." The bow was stiff and military, and he disappeared through the hedges as I strode back into the party.


    The Empress was nowhere in sight, nor Phoris' beautiful sister. Disappointed yet relieved to have an excuse to leave, I summoned my carriage.


    It had been waiting—I had given the driver explicit orders to be prepared to leave early.


    Dawn found me sleeping heavily in the comfortable confines of the carriage clattering loudly through the streets of Atateide towards my home. I barely felt a thing as one of my servants dumped my snoring body onto my bed.


    

  


  
    Chapter 9


    


    The day was off to a truly charming start.


    The previous day had been spent recovering from the Lord Duquess' party, the attack on the empress, the prophet of doom, and all the sleepless nights I had had over the last weeks. I had slept through the day, waking only to eat, drink, relieve myself, and crawl back into bed.


    Unfortunately, this morning had dawned far too early for my tastes. Phoris had roused me well before dawn, and I had spent the wee hours of the morning clacking practice swords with my Imperials and racing in full armor through the streets.


    I knew I needed to resume my training, but I was beginning to regret it. Gods how my muscles ache!


    By the time I limped off the training field, my body was covered with more bruises than a freshly-beaten rug. All I could think about was a long day of sleep.


    The only reward I earned for my hard work was a short bath, a quick breakfast, and a summons from the empress to attend her at the imperial court within the hour.


    I much preferred to walk than to ride—either carriage or horse—and my legs soon recovered their strength as I strolled the streets leading up to the palace. I dawdled as much as I could, dreading the long hours I would spend by the empress' side today.


    The Imperial Court was one of the most tiresome duties of the Chancellor, yet the empress demanded that I bend my full attention towards each matter when all I wanted to do was slip behind the throne and rest.


    I was snacking on a handful of dried apricots purchased from a passing vendor when an armored figure bumped into me.


    "What are you doing here?" I avoided calling Angrion by his name, hoping he would avoid calling me by mine—thereby depriving me of the wonderful anonymity I currently enjoyed.


    "Running a message to the Captain-General from the Empress, sir. I have one for you too: Get your lazy behind to court immediately, or else."


    I could almost hear the smile behind the visor of his helmet. Bastard. "The Empress' words?"


    "You know our beloved ruler would never stoop to such rough language." The empress' temper was rarely unleashed, but it was a thing to fear on those occasions she was angry. One poor noble had angered her sufficiently to receive the lash of her tongue—he was never seen or heard from again. "But you had better hurry, lest she turn her wrath at the nobles on you."


    "Thank you, Captain. May you be robbed and beaten blind in your travels."


    "The blessings of the gods on you too, sir."


    It was with a heart heavy with dread that I turned weary feet towards the Palace. The empress was not one to be kept waiting.
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    The mansion of Lord Duquess was a marvel of modern architecture, but the Imperial Palace was a breathtaking structure rivaling the beauty of Teide—the mountain casting its shadow over the city each day as the sun set.


    I had spent hours walking through the sprawling gardens, pathways, and halls of the Palace Complex, and there were still wings and secret corners that I had yet to discover. The spire of the Tower of Justice reached towards heaven, piercing the sky with its metallic beauty.


    Every time I visit the Palace, I am reminded of the magnificence of human achievement. The Palace had been built over the course of centuries, each new emperor and empress expanding and improving on the buildings. Modern architecture was added on top of crumbling relics, and the Palace became ever more impressive with each succession.


    My steps led me towards a small path through the gardens—my favorite way to enter the Palace unseen by those gathered outside. Hundreds stood waiting in line, hoping to present their petition or complaint before the empress.


    It will be a long day. I knew the line of supplicants would be even longer by the time the empress opened the doors to the Imperial Court.


    Eirin nodded as he allowed me to pass through the small side entrance. He knew my habits—all the Nightstalkers did—knew I would come through here on my way to the throne room.


    "You're late, Historian. Again." The empress was clearly annoyed. I was no doubt part of the cause, though not all, if the gods were merciful.


    "My humblest apologies, Empress." I knew making an excuse would earn me little mercy. "It shall not happen again."


    "See that it does not."


    I took my place—standing immediately to one side and slightly behind the massive throne upon which she sat.


    "Open the doors."


    Imperial, commanding, the empress' voice rang out across the room. The Imperial Court had begun.
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    As promised, the Lord Armark was the first one ushered into the throne room. He strutted forward, chest thrust out like a colorful bird. His smile was confident, his steps sure.


    "My Empress." His bow was deep—directed only to her. He ignored me pointedly.


    "Armark. You said you had a matter of some urgency you wished to speak with me about. Well, speak."


    "My thanks, Immortal One. As you know, my lands of Carnalia border those of the savage Tepaneca. For the last century, we have been the line between Atlantis and the heathens beyond."


    "Of course." The Tepaneca had invaded Atlantis a handful of times in the last decades—none of their attempts successful thanks largely to the standing force maintained by Lord Armark.


    "Now I am faced with a matter of some…shame. Carnalia, as you know, is a difficult province, with exceedingly poor lands. We have only thrived due to the abundance of ore in the hills."


    The empress and I nodded.


    "I come before the Empress an ashamed and humbled man. Last week, I received reports from the Chief Engineers of the Carnalian Mining Regiment: ore has become scarce in the mines. In fact, according to his report, the mines will cease producing altogether within the next month—two at most."


    "I see." The look on her face showed me that the empress knew where his petition was headed.


    "I would beg of my Empress a special dispensation of Imperial gold for the sole purpose of maintaining the army that protects our borders from the savages. Without this aid, I fear that I will not be able to sustain the cost of the army for much longer. My personal treasuries are not limitless, though the gods have blessed me in the past."


    "So, you desire the Empire to shoulder the cost of the army you call your own."


    "Only for a short time, Immortal One. A number of expeditions are already underway, and I expect to find a suitable quantity of minable ore within three months, four at most."


    "And during these three to four months, Imperial gold will cover the cost of your army?"


    "If the Empress sees fit to grant the request of her humble servant. But, let me speak frankly: without the army of Carnalia, the Empire would be forced to send their own troops to protect our borders."


    "Thank you, Lord Armark." I could hear the sting in her voice. "The Empress does not need to be reminded of the needs of her people."


    "Of course, Empress. Forgive your servant for his words." His bow was deep, apologetic.


    "I will consult with my advisors on the matter, my Lord Armark, and will have an answer for you within the hour."


    "My thanks, Immortal Empress. Salve Imperatrix!" With a final bow, he departed.


    "My lords." She gestured to the men sitting around the hall. "Let us counsel on the matter."


    "I believe the Lord Armark's request is worthy of being granted, my Empress." The voice of Imperial General Berga spoke first. "The Imperial Army is nowhere near sufficient to maintain the peace in every corner of the continent."


    "And yet, would not the Empress simply be throwing gold into an endless hole?" The voice of wise Lord Barkan, First Cousin to the Empress, spoke up. "Lord Armark is an ambitious man, and this could be one of his attempts to increase his power in the realm."


    The empress turned to me.


    "Chancellor, what are your thoughts on the matter?"


    I had been studying a mole on the craggy face of Advisor Ectallus, and was unprepared for the question.


    "Empress?"


    "Your thoughts. On Lord Armark's request."


    "It is an interesting one, Immortal One. The Lord Armark does speak truth in that his armies do protect our borders against the savage Tepaneca. On the other hand, I must agree that giving Armark imperial gold to fund his army would be like placing a drawn sword in the hand of an enemy."


    "Explain."


    "All know that the ambitions of the good lord extend beyond the borders of Carnalia. It is not inconceivable to think that he could simply march his armies in the opposite direction—towards the far wealthier province of Ducasia to the north."


    "Peace has been maintained in the realms for centuries. It has been nearly ten generations since war broke out amongst the provinces, though each is required by imperial law to maintain a standing army for the defense of the Empire. However, your words are wise, and I will consider them. Are there any dissenting opinions?"


    The men sitting around the room shook their heads. Between the Imperial General, the First Cousin, and myself, the opinions of all in the room had been voiced.


    "Summon the Lord Armark."


    The man in question strode back into the room.


    "My Lord Armark." The empress spoke without greeting, a tone of command in her voice. "I have considered your request, and I have seen fit to grant it in part."


    "My Empress is gracious." I could see the sharpness in his eyes that showed he thought no such thing.


    "I will provide you with sufficient Imperial coin to maintain the army of Carnalia for two months, but I will send Imperial General Berga to take charge of the border defenses. With him will travel one Imperial Regiment, under his command.


    If, after the two months have passed, you still are unable to maintain the army of Carnalia, I will consider what to do on the matter."


    "Your servant is humbled by the Empress' generosity."


    "Two months, Armark."


    I loved to hear the stern tone in her voice, particularly when she addressed someone other than myself.


    "Salve Imperatrix." With a final salute, the man strode from the room.


    


    [image: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Page-break-1]


    


    The morning hours passed at a pace that could only be described as the crawl of an injured snail.


    Each petitioner seemed to have a request more pedestrian than the last, and my mind couldn't help but wander as my eyes traveled over the splendor of the room.


    Massive pillars made from gold-veined marble supported the domed ceiling, while sunlight flooded into the room through windows stretching from floor to ceiling. Every scrap of fabric in this room was made with gilded thread, every lamp bracket and door knob covered with gold of various hues and tones.


    In this room alone was more wealth than most nobles of the realm would see in a lifetime.


    My thoughts turned to the beautiful woman that had arrested my attention so completely the night of Lord Duquess' ball.


    Phorenice. An odd name, but somehow perfect for the unique creature it brought to mind.


    I considered asking Phoris about her, but knew how he would react to my questioning. My friend knew me far too well, so even mentioning her would instantly arouse his suspicions. Perhaps I could drop her name casually in a conversation—though how I would do that was a mystery to me.


    The voice of the empress broke into my thoughts.


    "I will seek the counsel of my advisors, and have an answer for you shortly, Lord Rasgar."


    "I thank you, my Empress."


    The aging Lord Rasgar slowly walked from the room, his cane providing support for his weakened frame.


    "Now, Chancellor, what are your thoughts on the matter?" The look in her eyes told me: I saw your attention wandering, and now you will be punished.


    Thank the gods I think quickly.


    "My Empress, I have yet to form an opinion on the matter, and am still giving it due consideration. Perhaps an older, wiser advisor may speak first?"


    My smile stopped just short of insolent.


    "Immortal One, perhaps I might give voice to my thoughts?" The voice of mole-faced Advisor Ectallus was as shaky and weathered as he was.


    "Speak, Ectallus."


    "I do believe that the Lord Rasgar's concerns are justified. If this small fort is truly damaging the land of Bermuda as Lord Rasgar claims, it is the realm's responsibility to put a stop to it. I suggest a delegation be sent to investigate into the matter more thoroughly, and discover exactly who these men are and what they are doing."


    The murmurs and nods of assent from the others in the room showed that the Advisor's words were well-received.


    "Empress, I propose that a body comprised of two or three members of this council travel to Bermuda and find out more. I defer to the wisdom of the Empress on the composition of the party."


    The empress pondered her answer for a long moment, a frown creasing her forehead as she thought.


    "As always, you speak wisdom, Advisor Ectallus." Her face cleared, decision made. She called out to the guards. "Summon Lord Rasgar once more."


    After long minutes waiting for the aging lord to traverse the distance between the massive twin doors and the throne, the empress leaned forward to look intently at him.


    "My Lord Rasgar, I have considered your words, and believe that you speak truth. If your lands are being damaged by these men, I will ensure that reparations are made to you and those that have been harmed."


    "I thank you, gracious Empress."


    "A delegation will be sent to look into the matter. That is our answer."


    "My thanks, Immortal One." The old man's smile showed his relief.


    "Go with the blessing of the gods, Lord Rasgar."


    It seemed an age before the massive doors closed behind the stooped back of the old lord.


    "I tire of these proceedings, gentlemen. The day grows long, and the Empress grows weary. The Imperial Court is adjourned. Gods willing, we meet again in one month's time."


    The groans of relief from the more ancient advisors were loud, and even I sighed inwardly—glad that the interminable day had finally ended.


    "Lord Barkan, Chancellor Deucalion, remain a moment, if you will."


    What fresh hell was this? A sinking feeling in my gut told me that the empress was about to command me to do something I had little desire to do.


    "My Lord Barkan, Chancellor Deucalion, it is my wish for you to travel to Bermuda to investigate the matter brought to our attention by Lord Rasgar."


    Lord Barkan seemed to take the command in stride, but I certainly had no wish to travel.


    "But-"


    "No 'buts', Chancellor." The look she gave me brooked no argument. "You leave within the week."


    "Yes, Empress." I had no way to escape this one.


    "Oh, and one more thing, my lords." I turned back to look at her. "I shall accompany you."


    What? Kathriss and Eriesa stiffened where they stood, as surprised as I was.


    Lord Barkan spoke before I could.


    "Surely, Empress, it is unwise for her Immortal Highness to travel the long distance to Bermuda. She is needed in the city."


    "Besides, my Empress, the condition of the road is rough, and the risk of danger is high." As much as I didn't want to travel, I was genuinely concerned for her safety while on the open highways of Atlantis. "Between wild creatures, bandits, and the scheming of nobles in the Empress' absence, who knows what perils we may encounter."


    "Which is why you are coming along, Deucalion. Your Captain-General will accompany us, as will a handful of your best. Barkan, you will no doubt have your personal retinue accompany you, and I believe with the faithful Kathriss and Eriesa here, we will be as safe on the road as we would be here in the Palace."


    That certainly didn't say much, but I couldn’t argue.


    "There is another flaw in your plan, Empress. Namely, me. I am not needed to travel when the Empress will pass judgment on the matter, and I will simply waste valuable time and space on the journey."


    "Essentially, you are simply too lazy to make the journey, Historian."


    "Not in so many words, Empress…"


    "I have decided. You will accompany us." She smiled sweetly—a wicked smile showing the pleasure she derived from tormenting me. "You are in need of travel after the soft comforts you have been enjoying these last few years."


    "As my Empress commands." My tone was sulky, my bow stiff. I hated traveling.


    "The Empress' will." Lord Barkan bowed deeply. "I will make preparations, and shall be ready to leave upon the Empress' command."


    "My gratitude, Lord Barkan."


    I glared daggers at the back of the retreating lord. Accommodating bastard, making me look like a spoiled child. Barkan was a decent man, but I had to take out my temper somewhere.


    "Deucalion." The empress' voice was a low whisper. We were alone, but, as the old saying went, the walls had ears. "I need you with me because I need someone I can trust."


    My ego fluffed slightly at that. She proceeded to poke a hole in it with her next words.


    "I need the protection of the Captain-General. He is the one I trust with my safety, no one else."


    "But why is the Empress leaving the capital? Surely she is better off firmly in control of the realm from the Imperial Palace."


    "I tire of life in the Palace, Deucalion. The intrigue wearies me, and the political games have me sick. Even an Empress requires a change of scenery."


    She seemed so…human…for that short moment. No longer the imperious, commanding Empress.


    "As the Empress wishes."


    "Thank you, Deucalion. Now be off. I have to attend to a few minor matters before we can depart. Be prepared to leave before dawn two days hence."


    "Yes, Empress."


    "Oh, and see to it that you have a good horse." She smiled as she saw me wince. "We travel along rough roads, and you will need to be prepared for anything."

  


  
    Interlude


    


    Yucatan—Land of the Mexica


    The 10th Year of the Reign of Her Immortal Majesty Empress Tatho of the House of Tah


    [image: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: IH_Monogram_with_iota_and_eta_superimposed]

  


  
    


    


    Ripped painfully back into the world around him by the myriad aches and pains of his fatigued body, the captain awoke with a start. The jungle was silent, but his senses told him danger was near.


    Gripping tightly to the primitive spear he had wrenched from the hands of the dying guard at the city gate, he slipped behind a thick tree. His eyes scanned the area around him, his ears alert for the slightest noise out of place in the jungle.


    There.


    A sound of voices through the trees, the harsh, staccato language of the Mexica penetrating the diminishing fog in his brain. His head throbbed, his shoulder was going numb, and his eyes were closing with fatigue. This is no time for weakness.


    The twisting vines embracing the thick jungle tree provided him with handholds, and the ascent into the lower branches of the tree was the work of moments. The trunk and dense foliage of the lower branches concealed him, and he waited as the voices approached.


    The warriors were almost directly beneath him by the time he noticed them, their clothes enabling them to blend in with the earthy colors of the jungle around them.


    The spear took one in the chest—slipping between ribs and collarbone to slice through the muscle of the heart. The captain leapt onto the other, his heavily muscled body bearing the other to the ground. A kick to the throat, and the native rattled his last breath through a crushed larynx.


    The encounter had lasted but a second, but it left the captain exhausted and barely able to regain his feet. It took all of his willpower to remain upright as he hobbled over to wrench the spear from the chest of the second corpse.


    The spear more as a crutch than a weapon as the captain slowly walked through the jungle, searching for any signs of his unit. He knew that they would wait nearby until he rejoined them, but his headlong flight into the jungle could have led him away from the path his men had taken.


    It was a huge jungle, and he had no idea which way to go to find his men.


    The rush of feet caused him to spin around, but the captain had no time to raise his spear before the native bore down on him—appearing seemingly from nowhere. Throwing the exhausted, wounded Atlantean to the floor, the Mexica raised his crude stone club high into the air for a killing blow.


    Two arrows protruded from his chest with a meaty "thunk". The captain could see the savage's eyes as he died—saw the light fading in the instant before the Mexica toppled to the floor.


    "Good thing we thought to come back for you, Captain."


    The rat-faced man emerged from the foliage, his small bow held at the ready, an arrow on its string.


    "Good timing, Traga."


    "Aye, for a second there I thought you were worm-bait."


    "Nearly was, had you and the giant here"—he nodded at the huge soldier accompanying Traga—"not shown up when you did."


    "Best get a move on, Captain." Murgen's rumbling voice was surprisingly quiet in the jungle. "We've found a place to lie low, and I can take a look at that wound when we have a moment of peace."


    "Thanks, Murgen."


    The big man nodded in response, and offered an arm to support the captain as he walked.


    The little man produced a leaf from his pouch.


    "Blindweed, Traga? Really?"


    "Trust me, Captain, when you feel as shitty as you look, there's nothing better to keep you on your feet."


    The captain chewed carefully on the leaf, his face crinkling at the foul taste.


    "Gah! This stuff is as awful as I remember."


    The little man smiled.


    "It's supposed to be. But damn if it doesn't give you a kick in the ass."


    Traga wasn't wrong. The Captain felt energy rushing through his body—the result of the blindweed leaf. He could move a bit more easily, and the pain in his shoulder dissipated enough that he was soon able to walk—albeit slowly—without the help of the giant blond.


    "Get ready for a walk, Captain. We've a ways to go before you can rest."
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    Murgen had been optimistic when he said "a walk". The party of three pushed through the jungle for what seemed like hours to the exhausted captain, fatigue closing in on him with every step. The blindweed running through his system had little effect against the numbness in his limbs.


    The foliage around them was so thick that they were forced to a halt more often than the captain would have liked. Traga had to navigate a way through the jungle, and even his skills were tested on more than a few occasions.


    It was with great relief that the nearly-collapsing captain stumbled into the clearing where his small band of warriors waited.


    "The Captain's back!"


    The voices were hushed, and the relief of his men was evident on their faces. They all knew just how capable the Captain was, but they were hundreds of leagues away from Atlantis—surrounded by danger on all sides.


    The clearing was small, but the Captain could see a pool of water on the far side. The waterfall filling the pool was noisy enough to cover the small sounds made by the men and women in his party, and was a source of fresh water—a luxury that no one underestimated in the sweltering humidity of the jungle.


    Dropping to the soft grassy floor with a groan, the Captain took a moment to luxuriate in the fact that he was finally able to rest. He closed his eyes for a few seconds, letting the peace of the jungle around him soothe him.


    He was reunited with his men. Time to be Captain once more.


    Snapping his eyes open, the Captain was once again all business.


    "Good place you found here. What's the situation like?"


    "City's less than half a league away, and the jungle's crawling with the Mexica." The voice of his lieutenant was crisp and efficient—few men were more competent than Derchon. "We've got maybe an hour or two before they reach us, and that's if we're lucky. Most of us are in bad shape, and need to rest."


    The captain noticed a nasty cut on the lieutenant's head. "Good."


    The lieutenant continued. "I've got Malek and Carrt looking for a safe place to hole up for a day or two. We've got more than enough water to last, and food should be easy to find in the jungle."


    "Good." He could always rely on Derchon, though the man wasn't given to creative thinking. "The women?"


    "Shaken, exhausted, and hungry, but glad to be alive. They'll slow us down, but we knew that coming into it."


    "And the stash?"


    "Not too far off. I sent Traga for it the minute he returned, and he'll be back within the hour."


    "Well done, Lieutenant."


    "Murgen hasn't taken a look at that shoulder yet, sir?"


    "Didn't have time. We had to get out of there in a hurry. Better send him over now."


    Gods, how I hate surgeons. Murgen was his friend and as good as the physicians ministering to the Empress, but he was the only one the captain allowed to dress his wounds.


    He called after the lieutenant. "Send some water with him, if there's a skin lying around. Also some of that horrible dried meat."


    "We've got a few traps laid, hopefully something fresh will wander into them."


    "Can't build a fire until we put some distance between us and the city."


    "Good to have something to look forward to, Captain." A crisp salute, and Derchon was off.


    His eyes drooping, the Captain snatched a few moments of rest before he would be handed over to the tender ministrations of the company's surgeon.


    A gentle hand on his shoulder woke the Captain from his rest far before he was rested.


    "Sorry to wake you, sir, but I've got to attend to that shoulder before it turns bad."


    The giant blond warrior standing over him looked concerned.


    "How long…?"


    "Just a quarter of an hour, Captain. Had to let you rest a bit, but it's time for that arrow to come out."


    So exhausted was the Captain that he had forgotten about the arrow embedded in his shoulder. A lucky shot had clipped him as he made his escape from the Mexica city.


    "The shaft was snapped off, but the head's still in there, sir. The stone's going to have to come out."


    Noticing a handful of the nearby women watching him, the Captain made an effort to hold in his pain as Murgen expertly removed the arrowhead. It was done in a matter of minutes, but they were long minutes for the Captain's weary body.


    A thick coating of something foul-smelling and no doubt medicinal was applied to the wound. The bandage would prevent infections, but it made the arm stiff.


    "Thanks, Murgen."


    "Of course, sir. Glad we found you when we did." The big man stood up, brushing grass from his knees. "Now to see if I can't get the stubborn lieutenant to stop moving around for a few moments so I can deal with that wound over his eye."
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    The woman named Phorenice watched as the massive soldier stood and walked away from the prone form of the man they called Captain.


    She was as exhausted as the rest of the women, though she made an effort to hide it. They were far more terrified than she was, and they needed her to be strong.


    Her rescuers intrigued her. They moved with the supreme confidence of professional soldiers, but the familiarity between them was half of what made them so effective. They were more than just common warriors—possibly an elite corps of soldiers or bodyguards to some highly-placed Atlantean nobles.


    Whoever they are, I am glad they have come. Their time as captives of the Mexica had been one nightmare after another, and she still felt like she was waking up from a horrible dream as she watched the men move around her.


    One of them moved towards her—the one she had heard the towering giant call "Lieutenant".


    "Ladies, I know you are no doubt exhausted, but we must be ready to move at a moment's notice. We are still in danger, as the city lies not far from here."


    "Thank you, Lieutenant. My companions and I are in your debt—a debt we shall never be able to repay."


    "Orders, ma'am.


    The man the warriors called "Captain" strode over to them. He was an attractive man, in his middle years, and with the hard frame of a career warrior. Authority shone in his eyes, and his voice was rich, deep, and filled with the confidence of years of having his orders obeyed.


    "My lady, I am truly sorry for all that has happened to you in these weeks. Trust that my men and I will do our utmost to bring you home safely."


    She smiled tiredly at him. "Thank you, Captain. Please let us know when we are to move. No matter how exhausted we may be, the thought of escaping this horrible place will lend us the power to move."


    "That may not be necessary, my lady. My men have found a place where we can hide for a day or two—giving us all time to recover."


    His wince was barely noticeable, but she knew his arm pained him greatly if he showed even that small sign of weakness. A deeper sorrow lit his eyes every time he looked at her.


    "Follow me, if you would."


    He held out his hand to help her up, she used it to pull herself to her feet. Her motion galvanized the other ladies into action, and they rose as well—groaning as they felt nearly-healed blisters complain once again.


    The captain's hand was hard and calloused, his grip firm from years of swinging a sword. A professional solder, this one, thought Phorenice.


    He motioned for them to follow as he turned his steps towards the far edge of the clearing. The small rat-faced soldier—Traga, the big one called him—waited for him, pointing towards the waterfall.


    "This way, Captain."
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    The captain marveled at the softness of the lady's hand, but shrugged off the thought. He had no time for any worries beyond their safety.


    "You said you found someplace safe, Traga?"


    "We found a nice spot to hunker down, Captain. Carrt spotted it while"—the man's gaze flickered to the women—"relieving himself."


    Traga was nervous around the ladies. He was obviously unused to moderating his language, and his awkwardness provided some amusement in the tension of the situation.


    "Malek is still patrolling the perimeter, and the Lieutenant sent Harell out to join him. He should be able to give us a bit of warning if any savages approach."


    The captain nodded—his lieutenant was fully capable of handling the situation. His concern was for the women.


    "Let's see what you've found, Traga."


    The little man led them around the edge of the pool, directing his steps towards the face of the cliff from which the waterfall poured. As they neared the falls, the noise of the pounding water made it difficult to hear anything that the little man said. The captain had to revert to the hand signals he and his men used for silent communication.


    Dry cave, Traga's hands said. Safe, empty, rest one day.


    Two days rest, the captain signed back. Women need food, sleep, water.


    Traga nodded his understanding of the order, and motioned for the captain and the women to follow him to the edge of the falls.


    Heavy water, the little man signed.


    He squared his shoulders, stepped into the pool, and forced himself directly into the pounding waterfall. Within a heartbeat, he had disappeared.


    The captain motioned for the women to follow the little man, and one by one they pushed through the waterfall. The Lady Phorenice was the last one to enter, and she shrugged off his attempts to help her as she went through.


    As he walked through the waterfall, the captain was surprised by the force of the water pounding down on his shoulders. He staggered for a second, but caught himself as the pressure dissipated on the other side.


    The cave behind the waterfall was a few feet across, but a patch of darkness in one wall showed him the way his companions had gone. He followed them, feeling the ground with his feet as he stepped cautiously.


    The walls narrowed dangerously for a moment, and he suppressed a moment of panic as he pushed his muscled body through the tight opening and into the cave beyond.


    He breathed much more easily when he looked around him. The small fire Traga had built gave off scant light, but it was enough to see the roof of the cave towering high overhead. There was no smell of damp, and the wind in the cave was still. Dry, empty…perfect.


    "Keep the fire small, Traga. We don't need much light, and we've got enough trail meat to last us for a few days. The Mexica can't be too far away."


    "Here's hoping the bastards don't know about this cave."


    "Aye." It was a dim hope, but that was all they had for now.


    "I'd better get back out there, help Malek cover our tracks as best he can. Bastards have to know this land well."


    "Good. Give the order for the others to get here as soon as they can."


    "It's going to be a joy watching Murgen squeeze through that hole, eh, Captain."


    The captain felt a twinge of pity for the huge Norseman. It had been tough for even him to squeeze through, and the blond giant would definitely have a harder time of it.


    "Off with you, Traga. Send Derchon in as soon as possible. We've got to discuss how to get out of here."


    "Aye, Captain."


    With a quick, informal salute, the little man was off.


    Orders given, the captain turned his attention to the rescued women.


    "My men will bring a few simple bedrolls for you. Nothing too fancy, but enough to stop the hard ground from being too painful."


    The ladies nodded their weary thanks.


    "Captain."


    The deep voice of the giant rumbled behind him.


    "Murgen. All is well?"


    "Aye, Captain. Carrt reports a few savages passing through the jungle, but none have come close to the clearing yet. Traga and Malek are hiding all signs of our existence, and the others are right behind me. Just wanted to take a look at that wound while we still have a bit of light."


    The huge man unwrapped the bandages carefully, causing the captain to wince as the newly-formed scab pulled away from the wound.


    "Looks like it's healing well, Captain." It was raw and red, but the wound had healed quickly.


    "Foul-smelling stuff actually works then?"


    The big smiled, the poor light turning his grin barbaric. " This stuff is incredibly awful, but it works like magic. The fouler it is, the better it works—that's what Chief Physician Arridos used to say."


    "Words to live by, Murgen."


    The big man rewrapped the bandages over the wound.


    "Set yourself by the entrance over there, Murgen. Should any of the natives find the cave, I'll want you handy to deal with them."


    "Aye, Captain."


    The big man moved away to follow his orders. The grace of his movements was amazing in one so large, and the captain was always impressed to see the ease with which the massive man carried his heavily-muscled frame. His huge hands looked like they suited the handle of an axe most comfortably—a testament to his Norse heritage.


    The lieutenant squeeze himself through the cave mouth. It was a tight fit for the big man.


    "Sir, Traga is on his way now. He and Malek have done what they could. With the Goddess' luck, it's unlikely we'll be found."


    "Good, Lieutenant. Have the men take turns on watch at the entrance, and stay alert for any signs of the Mexica. Those not on watch need to rest and recover. We move out after dark tomorrow night."


    "Aye, sir."


    The captain turned to the women huddled together at the far end of the cave.


    "Rest while you can, and recover your strength. It's a long trek home." A wave of exhaustion hit him hard. He unrolled his blankets, and had soon curled up in their comforting warmth.


    Moments later, the only sound heard in the cave beyond the pounding of the waterfall was the snoring of exhausted men and women.


    


    

  


  
    Part 2: A Road Fraught with Peril


    


    Outside the city gates of Atateide—Capital of Atlantis


    The 9th Year of the Reign of Her Immortal Majesty Empress Tatho of the House of Tah
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    Chapter 1


    


    Gods, how I hate horses. The bastards and I never get along.


    They seemed out to make my life an endless misery, and I simply cannot abide their glassy eyes, their long faces, and the seemingly eternal stream of manure they drop as they plod along.


    And their movement, oh the pain! Even now, after just minutes of riding, I felt aches, blisters, sores, and raw skin in places I didn't even know I had. My horse seemed determined to be last in the column, no matter how hard I kicked at its flanks. It refused to move faster, though I cursed at it in three languages.


    "You look absolutely miserable, Deucalion." Phoris' smile was far too pleasant for my taste as he rode past. My rejoinder was as foul as the smell wafting from beneath the horse's tail. Phoris' grin turned to genuine laughter.


    I had been awoken well before dawn at the urgent insistence of the empress. I was tired, and no doubt looked the part. Seeing Phoris' face, which looked like a freshly-scrubbed potato, and the alert faces of the other Nightstalkers just made things worse.


    "Keep up, Commander." Traga was only slightly less uncomfortable on a horse than I was. He, like a good soldier, took every chance to lord it over me.


    The morning breeze was brisk, and my cheeks reddened in the pre-dawn chill. My nose began to run, and my ears complained with the wind. I envied the warmth and comfort of the empress' coach. Barkan had chosen to occupy the other seat in the carriage, leaving a poor Historian to ride through the early morning cold.


    I had never been so glad to see a sunrise before, and immediately felt my cold extremities warming. The morning light was bright and cheery, and the world around me seemed greatly improved.


    That, of course, lasted nowhere near long enough. The heat of the sun soon had me boiling in the heavy cloak I had worn to keep out the cold, and the bouncing of my horse beneath me pained me no end.


    However, after a few hours on the road, I had stifled my complaining enough to enjoy the passing landscape. Tilled fields and neat rows of vegetables turned to rolling hills, vineyards and orchards giving way to wild trees and forests.


    Pines reached towards the heaven, with the occasional redwood tree towering tallest of all. Oaks stood vigil over colorful patches of fragrant wildflowers, and fields of thick grass were broken by the petite white flowers that denoted the presence of wild strawberries. The colors of the land changed as we rode, but the beauty was evident in all forms.


    Hours passed as we rode through fields, around villages, and over hills. Flocks of sheep and cows grazed quietly on the green lands around us, birds darting and swooping in merry abandon.


    As I breathed in the fresh scents of the clean land, I forgot my discomfort. This was life outside the city, and it was good.


    Of course, the price of my enjoyment was eternal vigilance on the part of the armed men accompanying us. The eyes of every soldier scanned the horizon as we rode, keeping watch for anything that could constitute a threat to the empress.


    Traga and Eirin served as forward and rear scouts, and we saw little of them as we rode. Barkan's men were capable, riding in tight formation around the wagon. Kathriss and Eriesa rode on the carriage, staying close to the empress at all times.


    Phoris and I were in the lead, glad for the wind in our faces as we rode under the hot sun. The pace had slowed—the horses pulling the carriage were visibly tired after leagues of hard riding.


    "It's a beautiful day, isn't it, Phoris?"


    "Your temper has much improved, Deucalion." He stood in his stirrups, turning to look at Murgen, Derchon, and Angrion riding behind the carriage. Vannen rode a few paces behind us, content to enjoy the silence of the travel.


    "Aye, that it has. Now, if only there was a way to get rid of these damned saddle sores."


    "Murgen will give you something to help with the discomfort once we stop."


    "Speaking of stopping, when are we due for a rest?" I needed one badly.


    "We've barely been riding half a day, and already you want to take a break?"


    "Let's just say I wasn't born in a saddle, so I'm feeling a bit out of sorts at all this jolting around."


    "As you wish, Commander." The sarcasm could be cut with a knife. "We'll rest in a short while."


    "Good."


    A "short while" meant a couple of hours down the road. By the time I climbed out of my saddle, my legs wobbled, my groin was numb, and fire spread through my saddle sores as I walked.


    "You're truly a gods awful rider, aren't you, Commander?"


    Murgen handed me the salve for my sores, doing his best to keep a smile from his huge face.


    "I'm out of practice, Murgen. I'm truly not as bad as I appeared today, once I get accustomed to riding."


    "Gods be praised. I was worried that I'd run out of salve before we arrived at our destination."


    It took all of my willpower to stop my legs from simply giving out as I slumped to the ground.


    "Ahhhh. That feels amazing." My legs wept with joy of no longer having to support my aching body in the saddle. "I think I'll just sit here for a while."


    "Just be careful with those flowers, Commander."


    "What?" I scooted away like a spider—no doubt looking ridiculous as I cast panicked glances at the small pink flowers surrounding me. "Are they poisonous?"


    "Of course not. They do have spines on them, like thistles. If you sit on them, you may end up with a prick in your rear." His huge face creased into a grin.


    "Very funny. Be careful I don't have you digging latrines for scaring the piss out of me."


    "Of course, Commander, because you and I both know that's in your power to do." I was little more than nominal commander—Phoris was truly in charge here.


    "Just don't do it again, you big blond bastard."


    "Funny story, Commander, about those plants you nearly sat on. Grind them up real fine along with a few twigs of moonwart, and throw the mixture on a fire for some instant fun."


    "When you say instant fun, you really mean…"


    "You mean you don’t know?"


    "I'm a Historian, Murgen, not a botanist. Enlighten me."


    "To make it understandable for a simple Historian, the two plants combined in the heat of a fire create a chemical reaction that releases a highly aphrodisiacal substance into the air."


    "So, I burn it and it does what?"


    "You don't know what an aphrodisiac is?"


    "No." In all of my reading, I had never encountered the word.


    He rolled his eyes at my ignorance on a matter that, in his opinion, was common knowledge.


    "An aphrodisiac is an agent that arouses sexual desire."


    "So, essentially, it will make any woman in the world go crazy with passion?"


    "That about sums it up. Though, I'd be cautious of using it. Women that figure it out tend to hate you afterwards. Learned that the hard way, I did." He shrugged.


    "Right. Got it." I knew I'd never use it. I don't need any help with women. Well, most women.


    "Don't mention it. If I was you, I would apply that salve to your sores sooner rather than later. If they turn into full-fledged blisters, they're going to make it one long, uncomfortable trip for you."


    One long, uncomfortable application of salve in the bushes later, I found myself overwhelmed with the desire to lay down in the grass. It would give me an excuse not to walk as the salve soaked into the sores, and might even ease the pain somewhat.


    "What are you doing, Deucalion?" The voice of the empress floated over to me where I lay.


    I answered without raising my head. "Cloud watching, Empress. I hear that it's quite relaxing, especially on a hot day like today. You should try it sometime."


    "I think I shall." I heard the rustle of cloth as she lowered herself to the grass next to me.


    "You're right, Deucalion." Her voice was low and soft. "This is wonderful."


    The clouds wafted gently by overhead, the bright sun shining in a sky so brilliantly blue it could only come from the gods.


    "It feels like an age since I last spent time doing something as pedestrian as watching the clouds. I remember doing this when I was young…with my mother and father."


    I had rarely heard her speak of her father—the Emperor before her—much less the mother that had died when she was barely an adolescent.


    "My Empress speaks little of her parents."


    "Aye, I know." The silence between us lasted for long minutes. The voice of the empress was quiet as she spoke. "He was a good man, you know." Emperor Tathiros. "There was a time—before he went mad—that the world loved him. I loved him."


    Being out of the city had done wonders for the usually stern empress. She had rarely deigned to share details of her life with me—always questioning me about my past instead of talking about her own.


    "He was a stern man, dedicated to the people, but I know that he cared for my mother and me. Even at the end." The Emperor had degenerated into a madness that had lasted the final years of his reign. "I saw it in his eyes in the final moments before he passed from this world."


    I said nothing. I had nothing to say.


    The silence stretched out, neither of us wanting to break the peace that had fallen upon us as we lay there.


    "Come, Deucalion, we must resume our journey."


    "Of course, Empress." Groaning at the soreness in my legs, I rose to my feet and extended my hand to help her up.


    As she stood, I couldn't help but notice the woman beneath the title of "Empress". The simple dress was far more beautiful than the elegant outfits she wore at court, and the bluebell tucked behind her ear contrasted sharply with her raven hair and clear skin. Her hand in mine was soft, and she smelled like roses.


    I forced the man within me deep, deep down. She is the Empress, I told myself as I released her hand.


    "Deucalion." Her voice stopped me as I turned to walk towards my horse.


    "Empress?"


    "While we travel, you must not call me Empress. 'My lady' or 'lady' will suffice. It may be wise to avoid revealing my identity."


    "As the Empress … er … my lady commands."


    "Keep trying, Deucalion."


    She rarely called me by my name, using my title of "Chancellor" when in formal settings or "Historian" when speaking to me in public. Only when in private would she call me 'Deucalion'—it sounded odd, but somehow right.


    "Of course, my lady."


    "Mount up, Deucalion." Phoris' voice behind me almost made me jump—almost. "We have a ways to ride before nightfall."
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    Hours of hard riding had passed, and something felt off.


    "My lady, I must once again protest the wisdom of your accompanying us. The story of the Fall of Argathan rings in my head."


    "Don't worry, Deucalion, the city will not be overrun by bandits in my absence."


    "And yet, replace the word 'bandits' with 'nobles and lords', and you have a story that looks very similar to the tale."


    "Deucalion, trust that your Empress has things in hand. I have left the affairs of the city under the care of the council, and I have my eyes and ears throughout the city. Should any issue arise, I have fliers waiting to bring word at a moment's notice."


    "Fliers, my lady? I thought that your lord father had them all destroyed?"


    "A ruse to fool the lords, Deucalion." She glanced at Lord Barkan riding at the head of the column. "They are kept hidden, only to be used in an emergency. I trust that things will be kept in hand during my absence."


    "Still, my lady, I cannot explain why, but I feel danger lurks around every corner."


    "You are simply suffering from an episode of paranoia." She was all too familiar with the problem—it was one of the foibles of her father's madness. "Truly, Deucalion, all will be well."


    "I pray to the gods that you speak truth, my lady. Now, if you will excuse me, I shall consult the Captain-General on our plans for the remainder of the day."


    With a nod of her head, I was dismissed.


    I kicked my horse into a canter, groaning inwardly with every fresh jolt. The sores felt better—Murgen's salve was nothing short of miraculous—but my bones still ached from the hard day of riding.


    I hoped Phoris would call a halt soon. The forest ahead could provide us with an adequate place to camp for the night.


    "Phoris." I trotted alongside him, slowing to match the pace of his horse. "All is well?"


    "Deucalion." His words were terse, the tension in his shoulders visible. "I'm not sure."


    "You feel it too?"


    "Aye. There's something wrong, though I can't explain what."


    "Any word from Traga and Eirin?"


    "Both are due to report at any moment."


    Traga cantered towards us, his movements stiff and awkward.


    "All's well, Captain, Commander." His voice was oddly loud. "The road ahead is clear."


    As he passed us, his hands flashed the signals known only to the Nightstalkers. Something wrong. Will tell others to be ready.


    I heard his harness jingling as he rode back through the column, and I knew he was alerting the others to the presence of danger—unexplained though it was.


    My eyes scanned the landscape around us as casually as I could manage. The foliage on either side of the highway was sparse, with little to provide cover. However, the road ahead led through a forest, and the shrubs bordering the road thickened.


    A nod of Phoris' chin indicated that he had noticed the same thing.


    As casually as I could, I slipped my hand from the pommel of my saddle onto my hip—within easy distance of the sword I carried. I noticed a similar movement from Phoris. I knew the Nightstalker armor I wore would protect my upper body, but my legs would be vulnerable to attack.


    "We'll be ready." Phoris' voice was quiet—just loud enough for me to hear. I nodded in reply.


    Blood coursed through my body, my heart thumping in my chest. It was the waiting that was unbearable. There was no time to think in the heat of a fight, but the moments approaching the first blow were always nerve-wracking for me.


    "Captain, Commander." Traga had returned to Phoris' side, keeping pace with us as we approached.


    I wanted nothing more than to drop back, but that would appear cowardly to my men. I was stuck in the front of the column—riding right towards-


    Traga's wrist flicked out, the thick leather thong in his hand sending a small missile hurtling towards the outcropping of rocks a short distance from the main road. I heard the clatter of metal on stone.


    The heat wave rushed over me, and I was nearly knocked from my horse by the sudden explosion that broke the silence of the forest around us.


    "Now!" A voice shouted, sounding muted after the deafening roar a moment earlier. The signal given, our ambushers broke from their hiding places and rushed towards us.


    I had no time to examine our attackers, for one was upon me before I could think. He waved a thick sword, and slashed at my legs in an attempt to unhorse me.


    The skittering horse beneath me saved me from a debilitating cut to the leg. The noise of the charging men unnerved him, and he danced to one side—away from the slashing sword. I thrust with my own blade, and the man dropped to the floor clutching at his bleeding neck.


    The sword in my hand felt heavy, but I clutched it grimly as I spun my horse to face another oncoming attacker. I raised it to defend myself, but the horse lashed out with a hoof. Wheezing breath gasped from a crushed chest—he would be dead in minutes.


    I looked at the chaos surrounding me—the intricate dance of death absorbing the full attention of every dancer.


    Phoris' sword flicked in and out. A heart pumped blood through the wound left by the blade as his opponent fell to the floor.


    A head flew through the air. Murgen's axe sprayed gore.


    Steel flashed, and I saw Traga's wicked grin of satisfaction as he saw the blade embed itself into the eyeball of an assailant.


    Angrion crouched behind the cover of his shield, the leaf-bladed spear in his hand slicing through flesh and leather.


    It was over before I could catch my breath. There had been less than two dozen men in the ambush party, and my men made quick work of them. The blood reddening the swords of Lord Barkan and his men showed that they had held their own in this skirmish.


    Kathriss and Eriesa almost looked disappointed that none of the attackers had come within striking distance of the carriage—within range of their wicked blades.


    Traga gathered his daggers from the eyes and throats of their victims, cleaning the blades on the clothes of the fallen.


    The silence after the battle was unnatural—it seemed the world held its breath in the wake of death.


    Angrion's voice rang out in the silence.


    "Where's Derchon?"


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    


    Derchon's horse wandered riderless—its owner nowhere in sight.


    "Shit. Where could he have gotten to?" Traga's eyes darted around, searching for our missing comrade.


    "I saw him drop back just before the whole thing started." Vannen sported a cut on his arm where a lucky blade had caught him. "He was gone when I looked around."


    Angrion strode towards us, the reins of Derchon's horse gripped in his hands.


    "There's no sign of him anywhere. Wherever he went, he left no tracks."


    "And a city-boy like yourself suddenly becomes an experienced tracker?" Eirin had spent the first years of his life living among the woods and forests of Atlantis. His tracking skills were matched only by his ability to move through a heavy forest without disturbing a blade of grass or breaking a twig. "I'll have a look."


    He followed Angrion and Traga, with Vannen walking as quickly as his limp would allow. The loss of one of their own so early into the journey would be keenly felt by the Nightstalkers. They were hard men, often cruel, but the Legion of the Night was a brotherhood as much as a regiment.


    "Is it over?" The voice of the empress rang out from the carriage.


    "Aye, my lady." Kathriss answered quickly, leaping down from the front of the carriage where she sat. "However, I would advise my lady to remain in the carriage until we move on. It's a gruesome sight."


    "Very well, Kathriss. Are you and Eriesa unhurt?"


    "Yes, Empress." Eriesa's voice sounded disappointed. "The lads kept them away from the carriage. Not even one got within striking distance of us."


    "Captain-General, Lord Barkan, my thanks."


    "It is nothing my E-…my lady." Lord Barkan was unhurt, though a few of his men were being treated by Murgen. One of the guards accompanying Barkan bled from a deep gash in his leg—a wound that would prevent him from sitting his horse.


    "You lazy bastard." Barkan's captain needled the injured man. "You're just using your injury as an excuse to ride coach." The concern in his voice was real, the relief on his face visible once Murgen told him that the wound wasn't grave.


    "Eirin found Derchon's trail, and he and Traga are off following it." Vannen and Angrion looked relieved.


    "He will be well." Phoris sounded confident. He had personally trained every one of the Nightstalkers, and he knew what they were capable of in any situation.


    "Aye, I know. Just had me worried for a moment there, that's all." Angrion—captain of the Imperial Guard under the command of Captain-General Phoris—worried about all of his men, but his lieutenant was the one on his mind presently.


    "Vannen, get Murgen to treat that cut."


    "But, sir, it's just a-"


    "No buts. Now."


    "Aye, sir." The wound was minor, but Murgen was fastidious in his cleaning and dressing of even the smallest scratches. It was thanks to him that infection and wound-rot was nonexistent in the Imperial Guard.


    "Let's just hope the others find Derchon before too long. I'd hate to stay here much longer."


    He turned over one of the bodies, searching it for any clue as to who the men were.


    "Simple clothing, weapons that can be purchased anywhere on the continent, and no insignia. Even their skin and hair is as common on Atlantis as dirt. It looks like someone went out of their way to hire men that would be as nondescript as possible. Not much help here." He shrugged, and dropped the lifeless limb he had been holding.


    "What did I miss?"


    Derchon's voice broke from the forest immediately in front of us, and the man himself hobbled out of the forest.


    "Certainly not every mud hole between here and Atateide. What in the hells happened to you?" I could hear the relief in Phoris' voice beneath the anger.


    Mud and dirt were spattered across his uniform, twigs and grass in his hair. A body lay draped across his shoulders.


    "Before the explosion, I saw the one that seemed to be calling the shots. For a moment I thought I recognized him. He took off running into the forest—legging it like hell trying to escape. I chased him, and found him lying unconscious at the foot of a tree." He grinned and pointed to a red weal on the man's forehead. "Tree branch smacked him a good one."


    He groaned as he dropped the unconscious body onto the ground, rubbing at the back of his head.


    "Had him on my back to haul him here, when he woke up and cracked the back of my head. I dropped him, and he decided it would be a good idea to pull a sword. That's how he ended up like this." The soldier pointed at the bruise purpling on the man's face—it would be a nasty one. "Dragged him back here to see what he could tell us."


    "One thing is for sure, Derchon: you certainly should never make storytelling a second career." Phoris sounded relieved.


    "Aye, sir." The man nodded.


    "You said you recognized him?"


    "Thought I did. Can't place the face, but I know I've seen him somewhere."


    "Well, inform me the minute you remember anything, Derchon. Vannen, bind him and throw him over the back of one of the horses. I'll want to question him later."


    "Aye, sir." Vannen grunted as he strained to lift the heavy body.


    Phoris continued barking orders. "Eirin, Traga, ride ahead and see if you can't find a suitable place to camp for the night." The sky overhead was darkening—night would fall within the hour.


    "Angrion, inform the others that we move out immediately. Let's get as far away from here as we can…"
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    "Gods, it feels good to be off that damn horse."


    That damn horse had saved my life not long ago. I would have to rethink my opinions on my equestrian companion.


    We had ridden hard, stopping only after the sun had set behind the trees. Our nerves were raw, our anxiety increasing with each passing mile. The encounter in the forest had left us—me, at least—scanning behind every tree for hidden assailants.


    The clearing where we camped seem peaceful, the sound of the nearby stream balm for the tension I felt. Dismounting from that horse was the final sign that evening had fallen and we could take our ease.


    Well, some of us could. I saw Traga and Eirin slip away into the forest, and Kathriss and Eriesa were dispatched to hidden watch stations in the woods.


    "Place the trunk over there, good Vannen."


    The voice of the empress rang out in the darkening clearing. Vannen lumbered away from the carriage, burdened with a trunk that must have contained half of the empress' belongings. It must not be easy carrying the heavy trunk with that limp—which showed no sign of healing.


    "My lady travels light, I see."


    "Oh, hush, Deucalion. You know that some small comforts are required even while traveling."


    "Aye, my lady, I know. But I pity poor Vannen there. He will be walking bent over for days to come thanks to that trunk."


    She ignored my jibe, turning to the trunk that Vannen had placed on the ground. Throwing back the lid, she fumbled among its contents.


    The scent of roasting meat filled the clearing, distracting me and causing my stomach to kick up a growling fuss. "Good gods, man, that smells wonderful!"


    The empress had brought along two companions—a middle-aged balding man greying around the temples, and a young woman to serve as her body servant. The latter helped the empress rummage in her trunk, while the former sprinkled something liberally onto the meat roasting on a spit over the fire.


    "Thank you, Chancellor. I-" He stopped as I held up my hand.


    "I never liked the title much, and out here, my name is Deucalion. No more of this 'Chancellor' business as we travel."


    "Yes, sir, Cha-…Deucalion, sir."


    "Excellent. And your name is?"


    "Taveren, sir."


    "Tell me, Taveren, what is making that meat smell so Gods-be-damned delicious?"


    He launched into an explanation of the various spices and their names, many of which I was unfamiliar with.


    "And you crush the leaves of bay, or add them whole?"


    The sound of a stifled giggle—more of a snort, really—drew my attention to the imperial figure behind me.


    "And what, pray tell, has my lady giggling like a schoolgirl?"


    "You, Deucalion. Taking interest in the culinary arts. It's the last thing one would expect from….well…you."


    "What is that supposed to mean, my lady?"


    "Oh, don't be offended, Deucalion." Her smile showed me she meant no offense by the comment, but it was hard to avoid bridling. "It's just that you are always buried in a book, so to picture you cooking like some housewife seems amusing."


    "Well, my lady, a wise man once told me 'The Imperial Army runs on its stomach'. I have learned to cook out of expedience. Anything is better than cold trail rations."


    Taveren nodded his head, heartily agreeing with me.


    "What is that delightful meat anyways, Taveren?"


    The balding man smiled. "Zebra."


    "Zebra? What is that?" My ignorance only made Taveren's smile grow larger, and the Empress laughed beside me.


    "It's an animal similar to a horse, Deucalion." The image of an angry horde of ferocious, man-eating zebra in my head disappeared as she explained. "They are fairly harmless animals, native to the lands of Affirca to the East. The meat was a gift from their King Mugatu."


    I remembered the black-skinned king from his visit to Atateide. His people were tall and powerful—Kathriss was the daughter of some Imperial cousin to the King of Affirca.


    "Well, I cannot wait until it is properly cooked so I can enjoy some. If it is as delicious as you say, perhaps we may soon be inclined to eat our horses."


    I made sure to say it loud enough so that my mount tethered nearby could hear it. Perhaps the mule-headed beast would be a bit easier to control if he knew that he was one day away from being roasted like his Affircan cousin.


    The beast, of course, failed to react. Disappointing creature.


    "Horses are far too rangy, Deucalion." Murgen called out from where he battled with the Empress' tent. "The meat is too tough to eat unless you turn it into a stew."


    The giant was a wonder. Healer, warrior, and now chef?


    "Aye, the big lad has the truth of it." Taveren slowly turned the spit as he talked, adding more spices to the meat as it cooked. With every drop of grease sizzling in the fire, the delicious aroma increased until my stomach growled loudly.


    "Come, Deucalion, give us a hand with the tent. It will take your mind off your stomach."


    "But, Phoris, that's why I have men like you—to do all the work for me."


    "Oh, stop your griping and get over here…"
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    The mood around the fire was jovial, yet subdued. Thoughts of the ambush earlier in the day were still fresh in the minds of all in camp, though some managed to enjoy themselves more than others.


    The empress was in fine spirits despite the attempt on her life. She sat and talked with Taveren and her body servant—Lyssa, I thought her name was. Eriesa sat a pace away, one hand always within easy reach of a weapon even as she ate.


    Kathriss was nowhere in sight. Her dark skin made it easy for her to blend into the darkness, so she would no doubt spend the night trading watch duty with the others.


    Traga and Eirin sat gambling off to one side, a pair of well-worn bone dice clacking on the stone that was their table. Carrt sulked near the fire, already having lost his money to the two gamblers.


    Lord Barkan sat with his men, sharing wine and pleasant conversation with his retinue. A good man, I thought. A widower, greying slightly around the temples, and showing fat where hard muscle used to be.


    It was for his simplicity that the people in his realm loved him. He was often seen working in the fields alongside them, breaking ground and planting in the vineyards that made his small province so prosperous. Illyrian wine was renowned around the world.


    Thankfully, he had seen fit to bring some of that wine, and he shared it freely with the rest of us.


    "Taveren, this meat is absolutely delicious."


    "I thank you, sir."


    "A toast, gentlemen, to our fine cook." Wine skins and cups were raised. "To the health of master chef Taveren."


    The servant pinked with embarrassment, and turned away to busy himself with matters around the camp.


    "Wine, sir?"


    Vannen sat on a log next to me, extending a skin of the Lord Barkan's best. With his free hand, he rubbed the leg paining him.


    "Thank you, Vannen." I filled my cup and handed the skin back to him.


    He seemed to hesitate for a minute, wanting to say something but unable to.


    "Spit it out, Vannen. What is it?"


    "Well, sir…" He stared into the fire for a long minute before he spoke again. "I was wondering, sir, what we're doing out here—traveling into the middle of nowhere. I know we're here to protect the Empress, so more accurately what is she doing out here? And why are you accompanying her?"


    "I can't say that I know why she decided to travel. All I know is that she ordered me to go with her. Despite my protests to the contrary, her mind was made up."


    "But isn't her place in the city, sir? Doesn't she need to stay in the capital to keep things running?"


    "As far as I know, Vannen, things will run smoothly in her absence. That's all she has told me."


    "Fair enough, Commander."


    "When it comes to the Empress, Vannen, it is simply best to obey."


    "Aye, sir, I've heard her give you a piece of her mind when she's in a temper."


    "Precisely. Sometimes questioning her will bring even more trouble on my head than I'd like. Any more questions?"


    "Just one, sir. What's this meat we're eating? Tastes a bit like horse, though not quite as tough."


    "Evidently it's a creature called a zebra. Relative of the horse, I believe."


    "Not too bad, sir. Anyways, I'll be off—got to relieve Derchon on second watch."


    I nodded and turned back to the fire as the man walked off.


    "First, would you check on our captive? Make sure he's properly bound."


    "Aye, sir."


    The wine in my cup was rich and heady, truly as excellent as expected, and I drank it as slowly as I could. I knew that the wine we would purchase as we traveled would be little better than vinegar, so I had to savor every drop of the dark Illyrian vintage while it lasted.


    I soon felt the pleasant effects of the drink as the tiredness of the day set in. My head was fuzzy, and my vision swam.


    I was no lightweight when it came to wine, but today's events had left me exhausted. My choice to drink tonight was probably not the wisest decision I had made today.


    I placed my cup on the ground, intending to make my way to my tent. Something sparkled in the corner of my eye, reflecting the firelight at just the right angle.


    My fingers scrabbled in the dirt for a moment before closing around something round and hard.


    Dusting it off, I saw a ring. There was something etched in the metal, but the dim firelight and my swimming head made it impossible for me to see the detail.


    Shrugging, I pocketed the ring. It must have fallen from Vannen's pocket as he stood. I would return the thing in the morning, but for now I needed to sleep.


    The sounds of laughter rang through the camp as I made my way towards my tent—more accurately, the entrance of the empress' tent.


    My blankets had been placed across the opening to the inner chambers, one more line of defense against assassins. Kathriss and Eriesa slept on either side of the empress.


    Groaning with relief, I rolled into my blankets. The ground beneath me was softer than I expected, the grass springy and providing a comfortable cushion.


    The sounds of movement and life around me soothed me, and the voices of the empress and Phoris were hypnotic as I slipped into a deep sleep in minutes.
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    Something awoke me.


    I didn't know why, but instantly every sense was on full alert.


    Danger lurked nearby.


    A dark figure slipped through the outer opening of the empress' tent, silhouetted in the moonlight outside.


    I kept my breathing as even as I could. I had to appear to be asleep.


    Cracking an eyelid open, I saw the sparkle of bright steel in dim light.


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    


    Staying still at that moment was very possibly the most difficult thing I had ever done in my life. I forced myself to breathe normally, telling my muscles to relax.


    Somehow I knew with a certainty that I wasn't the ultimate target, but if I stirred, the figure wouldn't hesitate to kill me.


    Heroics were not my specialty, but I seemed to be making a bad habit of them of late.


    The figure stepped over my sleeping body, reaching out a free hand to pull back the curtain leading to the empress' inner chambers.


    That was when my foot shot out from under my covers. I kicked the figure straight between the legs, hearing a satisfying masculine grunt of pain as the man dropped to his knees. This, of course, meant he dropped directly on top of me.


    Thankfully, he had dropped the knife as he clapped his hands to his aching genitals, and I reached for the blade as I tried to roll out from beneath him.


    I felt agony rip through my spine as the kneecap of the falling man slammed into my back. At the same time, my fingers touched the leather-wrapped hilt of the knife.


    A slim figure hurtled from the inner tent, landing on the intruder and throwing him off me.


    Eriesa may not have stood tall, but the power in her arms was the envy of most of the Nightstalkers. The punches landing in the man's face, gut, and groin sounded with a meaty "thud, thud, thud". With a quick wrench of her arms, the man lay face down on the floor. His shoulder was visibly out of its socket, and his wrist broke with a loud "crack".


    Phoris charged into the tent, wearing nothing but the tunic wrapped around his lower half. Even as she held the assailant, Eriesa managed to sneak a glance at the muscular figure of the captain-general—the look in her eye very appreciative.


    "What in the hells happened, Eriesa?"


    "Looks like someone wanted to pay a visit to the Empress unannounced, sir." She gave the man's arm a vicious wrench, eliciting a cry of pain.


    "It's a good thing you were awake then." He nodded at the woman, who shook her head.


    "Actually, sir, it was the Chancellor that stopped him. I just came in time to mop things up."


    "Deucalion?" Surprise showed clearly on his face.


    I shrugged. "He tried to sneak in, Phoris. He had a knife." I realized I held it in my hands. "This knife."


    He studied it for a moment. "Belongs to Barkan's guards."


    "What the fuck? Turn him over, Eriesa."


    The short woman snatched the dagger from my hand, flipped it, and struck the man hard. His struggles ceased as he slipped into painful unconsciousness.


    "It's the prisoner." The face belonged to the man Derchon had captured earlier. "How in the gods' name did he break loose? And where did he get the weapon from?"


    "Sir! Captain-General, sir!" Vannen's voice came from outside the tent.


    "In here, Vannen." Phoris stood unmoving, studying the unconscious man on the floor.


    "Sir, you're going to want to see this." Vannen's voice came from the direction of the pit where the fire had been.


    We rushed outside the tent, looking around in the dim moonlight to find Vannen.


    "Someone get a fire going, now!" A sleepy Nordic giant raced off, returning a moment later with a blazing torch.


    "Gods be damned!" Anger burned in Phoris' voice as he studied the corpse at his feet.


    One of Barkan's men still leaked blood from a gaping wound in his neck. His struggles had ceased, and his unseeing eyes stared at the night sky.


    Two more familiar figures lay around the campfire—unconscious, not dead. Two more of Barkan's guards. Around them lay a half-dozen bodies in dark clothing.


    Vannen stood nearby, holding a cloth to a large cut on his temple.


    "What happened, Vannen?"


    "Not sure, sir. I was just making my rounds of the camp when I saw Barkan's guards like this. When I ran over to investigate, someone hit me. I must have blacked out, because I only awoke when I heard the shouting coming from the empress' tent."


    "Let's wake these soldiers up." Phoris' orders were terse, his tone illustrating the total control he had over his men. Even Barkan's soldiers obeyed instantly. Barkan himself had rushed from his tent, eyes wide as he took in the scene around the clearing.


    "Wha…?" The first guard to awake looked around him stupidly, blood trickling down the side of his face from a nasty-looking blow to the head.


    "He'll have a concussion, sir." Murgen the physician examined the man. "Best talk to the other one."


    "Oh gods! My arm!" The second soldier cradled an arm broken in three places. His knee was bent at an angle that was all wrong.


    "What happened, soldier? Get a grip!"


    "Sir, sorry sir!" Phoris' commanding tone awoke the military discipline in Barkan's guard. Injuries were forgotten for the moment it took for him to report. "There were a dozen or so, sir. Snuck up on us in the darkness, would have killed us if not for your lieutenant, sir."


    "My lieutenant?" He looked around for the man in question. "Where in the hells is Derchon now?"


    "Saw him dragged off, sir. All of them attacked him at once, and him without his armor or sword."


    "Angrion." The captain was awake and alert. "Fetch my things. I'm going after Derchon."


    "And mine. I'm going too." The words came unbidden to my lips. Something compells me to follow.


    "Find Eirin, now." Phoris shot a questioning glance at me as he gave the order. I ignored it.


    "Aye sir." Angrion raced off, returning minutes later with Eirin and our gear.


    "Murgen, attend to the men. Traga, Angrion, stand by the Empress' tent. Carrt, find Kathriss and the others on watch. Vannen, get yourself to Murgen now."


    The men jumped to action—their discipline asserting itself immediately.


    By the time he had finished giving orders, we were ready. Armor donned, weapons checked. It was time to hunt.


    "Find them, Eirin."
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    "Told you they wouldn't escape me, not with the moon this full." The man's teeth bared in a feral grin, made all the more terrifying for the darkness around us.


    Eirin had led us through the forest, immediately spotting the clumsy trail of Derchon's captors. They had dragged the heavy man through the woods, and signs of their passing were visible even to my eyes.


    It seemed like we had run for hours, following the tracks of men that moved far more quickly than I had expected them to. We never caught a glimpse of them, but Eirin was confident in his abilities to track them.


    Our hunt had led us here, a small canyon in the middle of the forest. At the bottom, I could hear the sound of running water.


    "Slow, Deucalion." Phoris' hand on my arm stopped me. I had continued moving even after he and Eirin had stopped.


    "Sorry, Phoris. What now?"


    "Now, we go slowly and find out more." He motioned for Eirin to scout ahead.


    I marveled at the man's skill as he disappeared silently into the woods. Long moments ticked by before he returned.


    Derchon. Ten men. His hand signals flashed in the moonlight, his teeth bright in the darkness. Easy pickings.


    "Ready, Deucalion?"


    "What's the plan, Phoris?"


    "Hit them hard, take no prisoners."


    "But-"


    "We’ve got a live one captured back at camp. No sense risking our lives here."


    I nodded, loosening my sword in its sheath as we crept forward.


    Looking back, I realize that brief fight would have been one-sided even were I not there. The captain-general had earned his reputation, and the company tracker for the Legion of the Night was no slouch with a blade.


    I burst from the forest a pace or two behind them, but hardly had it begun before the skirmish was over.


    Phoris' sword flashed like death incarnate. The economy of his movements was something beautiful to watch, and I was forced to stand and marvel as he turned the canyon into an abattoir.


    Bending backwards to avoid a slash while thrusting his sword's tip deep through an eye into the brain. Twisting and parrying before slicing a throat. Dodging a thrust while puncturing a lung, dancing away to kick a man in the throat.


    Four lay dead at his feet before they reached for their swords.


    Eirin's body count was lower, his short, heavy sword harder to wield with speed. The damage it did to the muscle and bone of anyone in its way was far more gruesome, however.


    One man managed to stumble past Phoris, straight onto the tip of my waiting sword. By the time I had pulled it from his falling body, the last assailant was clutching at the intestines spilling from his stomach.


    Derchon sat propped up against a nearby boulder, gagged, bound, and unconscious. I ran over to him, removing his bonds and gag before pouring a splash of water from my canteen onto his face.


    He woke, coughing and spluttering, but a weak smile split his face. "Good to see you again, Commander."


    "Lieutenant. That's going to hurt like a mule kick to the gonads in the morning."


    A quick examination reassured me that he would be alright. He was a mass of bruises and cuts from being dragged, but nothing was broken.


    "Let's get you back to camp, soldier." Phoris' voice was stern, but relief was evident on his face as he reached down to lend the wounded soldier the support of his arm. "We've got a ways to walk if we want to be back before the sun is up."
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    It was a tired and aching group that stumbled into the clearing as the first rays of the sun filtered through the leaves of the forest.


    Relief was clearly spelled out on the face of the men and women in the clearing, but one face quickly transformed to anger as she saw me stumble from the forest.


    "Are you all right?"


    The empress' words were directed at our group, but she studiously avoided looking at me.


    I nodded, relieved to be alive and back at camp. I was in no way prepared for what came next.


    Slap! My cheek stung, and she rubbed her hand as she yelled.


    "What in the hells are you thinking, you idiot! You're no soldier, and yet you go gallivanting off into the forest on some hare-brained chase. You could have been killed!"


    "Uhh…" I looked around for help, but I could see the others were just as clueless as I. Only Kathriss and Eriesa seemed to know what was going on.


    I had gone to rescue my friend, and for this she is angry with me? I felt my temper rise.


    "I went to get him!" My finger stabbed in Derchon's direction. "That's what a Commander is supposed to do!"


    "Not even thinking for a moment that you could have died, you witless idiot!"


    "We all die sometime, my lady." I glared at her, and she glared right back at me. The heat in my voice mirrored the rage in her eyes.


    "Men!" She threw up her hands in frustration, and stalked away towards her tent.


    She would have executed every single one of us if she thought we laughed at her when she stumbled over an exposed root. She glared at it as if it was a poisonous snake, and she wrenched the curtain to her tent shut with such force that I expected the entire frame to collapse.


    Eriesa grinned at me. "What?" I asked. "What did I do?"


    "Idiot." She rolled her eyes. Kathriss shook her head, and the two of them followed the Empress.


    "What in the cold, dark hells was that?" I turned my questioning glance towards my friend, who stood nearby.


    "I'm not sure, Deucalion."


    I could swear a grin threatened to break out on Phoris' face. I glared at him, and the grin turned wry.


    "Whatever you did, Deucalion, I'm too tired to give it more thought." He turned to the others, snapping orders." Traga, get Derchon to Murgen. Angrion, Carrt, and you two-" he pointed to two of Barkan's men. "-you're on watch. Deucalion, get some rest. We move out in two hours."
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    I felt like I had just drifted off before Traga awoke me. I felt the exhaustion keenly as I rolled from my blankets, staring through bleary eyes at the world around me.


    I was definitely not a morning person.


    By the time I had eaten a quick breakfast and stowed my gear, the others were ready to move out.


    The empress maintained an icy silence as she emerged from her tent, going straight to the carriage without so much as looking at me. I wasn't sure what I had done, but I knew that I was going to spend the next few days suffering for it.


    Every man in the column was solemn and silent, the mood subdued and watchful. One of their own had been killed last night, more wounded.


    Our captive was lashed to the roof of Barkan's carriage, ropes holding him fast in place as we rode. He cried out at every jolt of the wheels, but I felt little pity for the man—regardless of how much pain he was experiencing. He deserved every bit of it.


    The sun wheeled high over our heads, and high noon found us stopping by a small stream to rest and water the horses.


    The empress remained in her carriage, but the others took advantage of the break to rest and stretch their legs.


    "Phoris." I motioned for the captain-general. "Bring him."


    He looked at the man tied to the roof of the carriage. A nod of his head sent Murgen to retrieve our captive.


    "Come."


    We walked downstream for a few minutes, Murgen half-hauling, half-prodding the captive. The man's breathing was labored, probably due to the rib Eriesa had cracked.


    "Here." I motioned towards the edge of the river. Murgen threw the captive to the floor, none too gently.


    "Hold him." Murgen's meaty hands grabbed the man by his shoulder and his hair. "Under the water."


    The man's legs and arms kicked violently as the massive blond soldier held his face beneath the surface of the water for long seconds.


    "Up." The captive came up hacking and coughing, vomiting water from his lungs.


    My eyes showed no sign of mercy as I spoke. "I don't care who you are, and I don't care if you have a family. What I do care about is who sent you. Tell me that, and I won't kill you where you sit."


    "Go fuck yours-"


    Murgen didn't need to be told what to do. A minute later, the man once again came up soaking wet and gasping for air.


    "That's one." I held up a finger. "Next time, you go under for longer. After that, you don't come back up."


    "You piss-swilling, goat-f-"


    The sky was beautiful, I noticed as the long seconds ticked by. The grass was lush and green, and there was a beautiful patch of wildflowers nearby.


    "Up."


    The man's struggles had weakened. Another few seconds...


    "That's two." A second finger joined the first. "Last chance to tell me what I want to know."


    "You'll rot in the hells of-" Murgen's muscles tensed to dunk him once more. "Wait!"


    "Speak."


    "I don't know who hired me." This wasn't the first time I had heard this. I was getting tired of it.


    "Then you're of no use."


    "But-!" his voice was pleading. "I can tell you it was a man, a lord of some sort. I wasn't in the meeting with him, but I saw him as he left."


    "Can you describe him?"


    "All I saw was a dark hood covering his face. What I did see was a bird of some sort on his ring. Like no bird I've ever seen. A sort of hawk-like bird, but different."


    "Like a hawk?"


    "Aye, but bigger. Much bigger."


    "Dark hood, hawk-like thing on his ring. That's all?"


    "Aye, my lord, that's all I knows." His face scrunched up for a moment. "One more thing! He paid in gold—gold from the Imperial treasury."


    "How do you know?"


    "I'm a thief, my lord. I knows how to spot the differences."


    "And that's all you can tell me?"


    "Yes, my lord. Now, please let me go. You promised…"


    "I promised I wouldn't kill you. I never promised my men wouldn't."


    Murgen didn't need the command I flashed him in the secret hand signals of the Nightstalkers.
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    I mounted my house again, the man's words ringing in my ears.


    Gold from the imperial treasury. "Fuck me." Things aren't getting any clearer.


    "Commander?" Vannen's look was quizzical. His horse kept pace with mine at the head of the column.


    "Nothing, Vannen. Just thinking out loud."


    "Aye, sir."


    I remembered what I had found last night—before the attempt on the empress' life had driven all other thoughts from my head.


    "Vannen, I believe you dropped this." I fished the ring from my pocket, and held it out to him.


    He quickly snatched it, giving me an odd look.


    "Thank you, sir! I was looking for it all this morning. Thought I had lost it." Before he pocketed it, I thought I saw faded etching on the ring.


    "It's an interesting ring, Vannen."


    "Aye, sir. It was passed down to me by my mother before she died. It was her most priceless possession, and it was all she could give me. She told me to keep it close at all times—it would bring me good luck."


    "Well, see that you keep your promise to her."


    "I will, sir. Thank you."


    


    [image: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Page-break-1]


    


    The city of Therin, capital of the province of Phalian, was a welcome sight after long hours of hard riding.


    At Phoris' command, we had ridden hard for the rest of the day. He wanted to avoid spending too many nights out in the open, and the city of Therin was close enough that we could reach it by nightfall if we pushed ourselves hard.


    The city gates towered high over our heads as we approached them. The guards looked at us curiously as we approached.


    "Papers, gents." The fat sergeant on duty held out his hands expectantly.


    "Here you are, sergeant."


    Larenin, the captain in charge of Barkan's small force, rode up beside me, leaning down and placing a slip of paper into the man's chubby, grimy hands.


    He scanned the words on the page for a moment, his lips moving as he read the words. With a nod, he moved to one side.


    "Open the gates!"


    I wondered what the paper had said, but had no time to ponder as the carriage rumbled past me and between the huge wooden gates. I spurred my horse forward, keeping pace with the others as they rode through the crowded streets of Therin.


    I couldn't help but shudder as the massive iron portcullis hung over my head for one long, nerve-wracking second. It was irrational, but I felt like the sharp iron points would crash down on top of me.


    Larenin took the lead as we rode, confidently leading us through twisting streets. By the time the sun had truly set and darkness had begun to fall, we found ourselves riding into the courtyard of a luxurious inn. The sign "The Golden Boar" hung over the entrance.


    Our host came out to greet us—a mousy man who seemed unable to stop wringing his hands as he ushered his noble guests inside. His wife was a round-faced, red-cheeked woman who began cooing over the noble Lord Barkan and his "niece" the minute she laid eyes on them.


    I grabbed my friend's arm. "Phoris, let the others help the Empress settle in. You and I are off to find a drink."


    "Sorry, Deucalion, you're on your own for now. I'll track you down once we're done."


    Alone, I strolled the streets of Therin. The Golden Boar was located in a beautiful neighborhood, but wanted a tavern away from the bustle of commerce. It was always in the little back-alley inns that you found the best drinks—though rarely served in cups one could call clean.


    "The Drunken Donkey" was the tavern where I found myself ordering a second tankard of the house ale—a rich brew with a strong taste of hops. It slid down my throat nicely.


    Gods, it feels good to wash away the dust of the road. A second ale turned into a third, and eventually a fourth.


    I knew the empress would be angry if I returned drunk, but I didn't care. I couldn't understand why she was so angry at me in the first place, and the alcohol didn't do my muddled thoughts any favors.


    By the time I had finished with my fourth pint, a few of Barkan's men had found the inn as well. I nodded to them as I strolled out of the tavern, taking care to avoid eye contact with the ham-fisted, scar-covered, muscle-bound bouncer guarding the door.


    The night was beautiful, and even in my state I could appreciate the smells of a busy city. The clean air of open land was foreign to me, so it was comforting to be back among people and life. It certainly wasn't any safer, but far more comfortable to be sure.


    I aimed my feet towards The Golden Boar, hoping I would arrive there sooner rather than later. I was by no means drunk, but sober wouldn't be a fair description either. The edges of my vision were slightly fuzzy, and I was having a hard enough time seeing straight when the wooden club cleared my eyesight right up.


    The hand holding the club was gloved in black leather, and it was a strong hand. It and its fellow caught me as I fell, and I felt another pair of hands take hold of my arms and drag me away.


    My, we are moving fast! My brain—already fogged from the drink—just couldn't gather itself after the hard knock of the club. I felt dizzy, and I think I vomited—aiming at the man to my right for good measure.


    That didn't sit well with him, and he was none too careful when he threw me into the soft, damp mud of some darkened hole in the ground.


    Is that a yell? Are those sounds of a scuffle really real, or are they my imagination?


    A face I thought looked familiar peered at me, but I couldn't get my eyes to focus.


    "Did…I…blerghh…." My muttering turned into a spewing stream of vomit, and my eyelids squeezed themselves shut.


    Blissful, painless unconsciousness claimed me like an old, familiar friend.


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    


    My eyes struggled to focus in the darkness, but my head refused to clear.


    I felt the street beneath my aching head. It was oddly soft and fluffy—kind of like a pillow, I thought. There was something warm over me, and what should have been cobblestones felt nowhere near as hard as I had expected.


    Considerate assailants they are, leaving something comfortable beneath my head.


    I tried to ask for water, but no words came out.


    Parched and exhausted, I lay back on the strangely soft street and drifted into unconsciousness once again.


    


    "Gur…."


    The sun shining in my eyes blinded me—making the pounding in my head even more annoying.


    "Sorry, my lord." A feminine voice came from nearby.


    The relief of darkness was delicious as I heard the sound of shutters being drawn.


    Shutters? In the streets?


    Opening my eyes, I realized that I was no longer on the hard cobblestones of Therin. Pillows, sheets, comfort—confusing to say the least.


    I tried to sit up, but the throbbing in my head had me on my back before I could do more than struggle weakly.


    "Well, well." The sound of the door opening and closing behind booted feet was accompanied by the voice of an old friend.


    "Phoris." My voice was little more than a croak.


    "You sound as bad as you look, Deucalion. Here, have some water."


    Deliciously cool liquid flowed down my throat, alleviating some of my thirst.


    "If that will be all, my lord." The voice of the young girl spoke up from behind my friend.


    "Yes, thank you, lass."


    I opened my eyes in time to see red hair leaving before the door closed.


    "Looks like we had to bail you out of another scrape, Deucalion. I thought you had learned after-"


    "What happened at Lord Thracia's was not my fault." It was a feeble protest.


    "Of course it wasn't, and I'm sure this wasn't your fault either." Sarcastic bastard.


    "It wasn't! I was drinking and minding my own affairs, and someone attacked me."


    "Judging by the bloody nose and the lump on the back of your head, it was a fairly one-sided brawl."


    "Ale doesn't help a man's fighting abilities—just his spirits."


    "Fair enough. You'll be glad to know your abductors were dealt with."


    "Tell me you found out who they were."


    "Not very willing to talk, those men. Too busy trying to put a blade between my ribs." At my look, a grin broke out on his face. "Traga's…talking…to one right now."


    The little man certainly did have a way of convincing people to talk.


    "Does the Empress know?"


    "The woman who was less than pleased with you the other day? Aye, she knows. Would have taken off your head had it not been so badly dented. I might suggest avoiding her for the time being, at least until she cools off. A temper on that one."


    "You sing to the Imperial Choir, my friend."


    "Let's take a look at your head."


    He wasn't the physician Murgen was, but all soldiers learned field-dressing and simple care of wounds.


    "Murgen gave me these to put on that lump when you awoke." He crushed a small handful of leaves in his hands, and placed them on the wound. I felt a sting, but the numbness that followed was bliss for my pounding head.


    "Don't forget that he needs to drink this." The rumbling voice of the massive giant entered the room along with his hulking frame.


    "Gods, that stuff must taste worse than it smells." The cup he handed to me was as murkier and greener than the concoctions he usually prepared. They were effective, but gods-awful.


    "Shall we hold you while you drink, Commander?" The flexing of his massive bicep convinced me to swallow the foul liquid in a single, horrifying gulp.


    "You'll need to get more rest, Commander, so the drink will help you sleep while we…"


    His voice faded away quickly as the herbal remedy took effect. I was unconscious before he had finished.
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    I staggered down the corridor, using the walls for support.


    I had awoken a few minutes ago, feeling much better. The pounding in my head had lessened dramatically. The pitcher by my bed was empty, so I resolved to find more water to quench my thirst.


    There was still plenty of dizziness when I tried to stand up, but a minute of clinging to the bed post convinced the room to stop spinning.


    I leaned against the wall as I felt a wave of nausea coming on. Unfortunately, what I leaned against wasn't wall but a door—a door that opened even as I placed my weight on it.


    "Deucalion!"


    Crap. I had fallen into the room belonging to the last person on earth I wanted to see in my present condition.


    "Empress." It was hard to retain my dignity while lying flat on my face, but I gave it a valiant effort.


    "What is the meaning of this intrusion?"


    "Apologies, Empress, but I seem unable to stand at the moment." It took all of my effort not to vomit on the beautiful rug. "My body refuses to obey my commands."


    "Well, we can't have you just lying on the floor. Kathriss, come give me a hand."


    The dark-skinned Nightstalker took most of my weight, but the empress' arm in mine was far more enjoyable.


    My strength must be returning if I could notice things like the beauty of women once again.


    "And this time, stay in bed until the doctor allows you to leave." Her look was stern as she tucked me into bed with all the concern of an angry mother hen.


    "Yes, my lady."


    She rolled her eyes, sighing at me. "Oh, Deucalion, when will you cease doing foolish things?"


    "I wish the gods would inform me, my lady."


    "Well, unless you wish to continue angering me, you will cease your foolery at once. Is that clear, Historian?"


    "Yes, Empress."


    "Good." She leaned over me, placing a motherly kiss on my forehead. "I am glad you are not too badly hurt."


    "Just my pride, Empress." It wasn't the first time I had fallen down in front of her, but this time I couldn't blame it on alcohol—only my own foolishness.


    "Rest, Historian. We will leave as soon as you are well."


    "As my lady commands." The door closed behind her, and I closed my eyes as I heard her steps retreat down the hall.
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    "You look well-rested, lazy bones." I took this to mean Phoris was glad I was on the mend, but he had a terrible way of expressing it.


    "I thank you for your concern, my friend." I put an extra edge to those last two words. "Did the prisoner give you anything of use?"


    "Very little. He tells a tale similar to that of the man who attacked the Empress on the road. He was hired by a man in a hood, wearing the insignia of an unusual bird on his signet ring. That was all he could say, and Traga continued his … efforts for long hours after the poor bastard gave us all that."


    "I wish I could say things were becoming clearer, Phoris, but it seems that we are running into a blind alley at every turn. If my head would stop pounding so fiercely, I might be able to put some thought towards the matter."


    "Aye, I know what you mean." He clenched his jaw in frustration. "I know that many would like to remove you from the office of Chancellor, just as many would love to sit on the imperial throne. As to precisely who is behind these attacks, I cannot say."


    "We are missing some piece of the puzzle, that much I know."


    "Well, for now, you must rest and heal. The Empress wishes to continue our journey as soon as you are well enough."


    "Hopefully, no more than a day or two will pass before I can get out of this gods-forsaken bed."


    "Trust me, Deucalion, after a few days on the road, you'll be wishing to be back in this bed once more."
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    As much as I hate to admit it, Phoris was right. We had ridden hard for nearly a week, and my still-healing body had taken a beating. The gods know I want nothing so much as to be back in bed.


    The highway through the Province of Bermuda had fallen into disrepair over the years, and was now little more than a dirt road rutted with wagon tracks. The land bordering the road was barren and lifeless, and little green foliage was visible in the bare landscape.


    It was a bleak land indeed.


    The dust kicked up by the horses had dried out my throat, and the tepid water in the skin hanging from my saddle did little to wash it all down.


    My horse and I were once again on unfriendly terms. It seemed to me that the creature's life's purpose was to walk at the worst possible pace—jolting me like the world's handsomest sack of potatoes.


    Thankfully, the city of Bermuda was in sight just a few leagues off. Just a few more hours of riding to go, and we would once again be able to sleep in comfort in a bed.


    Is my mind playing tricks on me after all this time out on the empty road? The walls of the city seemed inordinately tall. It was as if camping out in the open with empty skies overhead had skewed my perspective.


    I was hesitant to enter the city after the less than warm reception I had received at the last one. Hopefully, none of the citizens of Bermuda had plans to take a club to my head.


    The guard that stopped us at the gate looked supremely bored.


    "Papers." He held out his hand to take the parchment Larenin once again proffered. I wondered what was on the paper, for the guard simply nodded, returned it to Larenin, and strode off to open the gate.


    "What does it say?" I nodded at the paper in his hand, and he passed it to me to read.


    The words on the paper were simple, yet effective. "By order of the Empress, Lord Barkan and his niece are to be given passage wherever he wishes." The imperial seal sat proudly on the bottom of the page.


    My horse danced beneath me as the city gates rattled loudly, and I struggled to control the beast.


    Entering the city was like entering the world of dust. Dusty streets were lined by dirt-stained homes, with grimy parents watching muddy children playing in the road. Merchants hawked their grubby wares loudly, and stalls of colorful fruits, clothes, and trinkets lined the streets.


    It was a lively city, yet obviously one far less wealthy than those nearer the epicenter of Atlantean commerce.


    The conditions of the city improved as we neared the hall of Lord Rasgar, aging ruler of Bermuda. The structure looked as worn and weathered as the rest of the city, though much more impressive in size.


    The wall surrounding the mansion towered over our heads, and the guards at the entrance were far more commanding than those at the city gates. They actually read the parchment handed to them by Larenin, scanning the orders on the paper to determine the nature of our visit.


    Satisfied, they opened the gate and bid us enter the home of Lord Rasgar.


    The lord himself stood on the steps of his home, leaning on the arm of a younger man for support. The younger man had the same lean frame and chiseled chin as Lord Rasgar—no doubt his son.


    "Welcome, lords and ladies to my humble home." The old lord tried to bow respectfully, but his stiff joints permitted little mobility.


    "Lord Rasgar, it is our honor to be here." Lord Barkan was the first to descend from the carriage, and he strode over to grip the arm of their host. "May I present my niece, the lady Veria. And the Lord Deucalion, Chancellor to the Empress."


    His bow to me was as deep as his joints permitted. He offered his hand to the empress, who graciously assented to being presented to the aging lord in front of her.


    His eyesight must be poor indeed if he doesn't recognize the empress without her official garments.


    "My lady Veria, it is truly an honor to meet you." The old lord bowed respectfully before returning his gaze to Lord Barkan. "Is it true that you are the envoy of the Empress?"


    "Aye, my lord, it is true. We have been sent to look into your troubles. By the grace of gods, we will soon find the truth of the matter."


    "My thanks, Lord Barkan. Guests, I bid you welcome to my home." He placed his hand on the arm of Lord Barkan, giving the visiting lord the honor of escorting him inside.


    "My lady?" The son held out his arm to the empress. "It would be my honor."


    For a moment the empress hesitated. Then, remembering she played the role of Barkan's niece, she nodded and took the young man by the arm.


    We followed the lords as they entered the halls, and gaped as we saw what lay beyond.


    While the exterior of the palace seemed to be decaying, the interior was far more splendid than anything we had expected.


    The architecture was like nothing I had seen in all of my extensive travels, the abnormal construction boggling my mind as I walked.


    The front door was an elaborate mess of gold work and silver swirls, creating a phantasm of a chimera, or so it seemed to me. The creatures on the door seemed to shift and change as we passed it, terrifying and hideous.


    Yet, when I looked back after striding through the entrance, the door was simple and plain.


    Only Phoris seemed to have noticed something strange, gazing pensively at the door. The question was clear in his eyes.


    The arched doorway rose high, immaculate columns supporting the pristine white roof. The interior seemed cold and gloomy, giving me the sensation of being in a mausoleum or burial chamber.


    Another door was opened in front of us, and we walked through to the room beyond. In the center of the room stood a massive statue—a beast horrific beyond belief.


    The thing's jaw was powerful, massive fangs filling its mouth. Claws tipped fingers far too long to be human, and the short, squat creature was a mass of corded muscles.


    The statue turned to look at me. It stared deep into my eyes, and I felt its gaze sear through me like a hot knife. It was all I could do to suppress a cry of startled horror.


    Phoris bumped me as he passed. "Your mouth is hanging open."


    When I returned my gaze to the statue, it was no longer the hideous creature I had seen. Now, only a simple obelisk sat in the center of the room.


    What in the hells…?


    My gaze wandered around the massive hall, and it seemed the room stared back at me. For a moment, every picture, every tapestry, every decoration, every statue seemed to depict horrors that I could not put into words. Horrible faces turned to leer at me.


    My eyes struggled to focus. I blinked and once again stood in a room filled with simple, innocuous objets d'art.


    Did that knock on my head scramble my brains? Am I seeing things?


    "Please, sit and take refreshment. I know the journey from the capital must have been hard." The shaky voice of the aging lord broke through my stupor.


    I shook my head to clear it, but I couldn't be sure what was happening. Am I hallucinating? Is the fatigue from riding hard affecting me more than I thought? What is happening to me??


    A glass of wine found its way into my hand, and I drained it as quickly as decorum would permit.


    My spirits recovered after the third glass, but a stern look from Phoris told me that I had had enough. The way I feel, I need a lot more wine.


    "How long will you be staying, my lord and lady?" Lord Rasgar held a delicate wine glass in his gnarled hands.


    "As long as it takes to find out the truth. We plan to ride out to this camp in the morning, and should return within a day or two."


    "Very good." The old lord nodded his assent. "May I invite you to join me in a ritual of gratitude for your safe arrival? My son has taken up the robes of Togan, a fact that has made me proud beyond all measure."


    "Of course, good Rasgar. It would be an honor to join you." The Lord Barkan was a devout follower of the gods.


    As if on cue, the son appeared from a side door, clad the white robes of the priesthood. I never saw him leave the room.


    My mind raced as his voice intoned the solemn chants of the priesthood. He spoke in the secret tongue of the priests, offering worship to his gods.


    I cared little for what he said, but something about him arrested my attention. His eyes were closed, but the smile on his face was beatific—and horrifying.


    His chanting continued, but his eyes snapped open as my gaze fell upon him.


    What stared back at me from behind his eyelids was inhuman. Darkness pooled in his eyes, milky blackness that screamed of something bestial, something demonic.


    His smile grew, bloody fangs showing. A tongue far too long snaked from his mouth, and I heard hissing laughter behind the chanting.


    "Deucalion!" The empress' whisper was loud in my ear as I nearly fell from my chair in horror and surprise. "Get ahold of yourself this instant."


    "But…but…"


    I returned my gaze to the priest, who had stopped chanting and now studied me curiously. He was the same handsome man we had met earlier.


    "But I…" What in the hells is happening to me?


    "Are you well, my lord?" Rasgar looked worried.


    "I…" I regained some of my wits. "I…apologize, my lord Rasgar. The journey has been hard on me, and my injuries have left me weakened."


    "Injuries?"


    The Empress spoke up now. "Yes, my lord. He was attacked in Therin, grievously wounded. It is a wonder that he even sits in front of us now." Her look was sharp and reproving.


    "My humblest apologies, Lord Rasgar. Once I have bathed and rested, I believe I will feel restored completely."


    "Of course." A quick gesture sent a servant scurrying towards me. "Please follow Fraiga. She will lead you to your rooms."


    "If my lord will permit, I will help him. He is too weak to walk alone." Phoris placed a hand on my arm as if to support me.


    Lord Rasgar waved a liver-spotted hand in dismissal. "Of course, of course. Do rest, my lord, and I will pray to the gods that you will recover."


    I could swear that the look on the priest's face was triumphant as I was led from the room, leaning heavily on Phoris for support.
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    "You can let go of me now!" I snapped at Phoris when we finally stood alone in our rooms. "I'm don't really need help."


    "You look like shit, Deucalion, but that's not why I offered to help you." He breathed in deeply for a moment, as if hesitating to speak. "You saw it too, didn’t you?"


    "Saw what?"


    "The door. The statue. Everything."


    "What?" I had been certain it was just my eyes. "You saw it? And the priest?"


    "What about him?" I saw confusion on his face.


    "You didn't see…?" I trailed off. How can I explain what I had seen?


    "I was distracted by that statue behind him. I still shudder at the thought of the horrible creature I saw, but when I looked again, it was nothing more than a hunk of stone."


    "Good gods, Phoris, what in the hells is happening to us?"


    "I don't know, Deucalion. I really don't know. Could we be going mad?"


    "I wish I knew the truth. Perhaps a bath will help to clear these thoughts from our heads?"


    He nodded. "Aye, I could do with a good bath. Gods know it has been nearly an age since I last felt clean."


    After what I had seen around this house, I didn't know if I would ever feel clean again.
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    Eyes closed, leaning back, soaking in the warm water, it seemed the world was right once more. It felt wonderful to soak in the water, letting it wash the dirt of the road from our tired bodies. A pitcher of wine sat on the table between the tubs, two glasses filled with a delicious Illyrian vintage.


    "As pleasant as this has been, Deucalion, I have duties to attend to." Phoris had excused himself nearly a quarter of an hour earlier.


    It felt good to be alone. The last few weeks had been one string of events after another. I hadn't had time to wrap my head around all that had happened.


    The prophet in the temple. The attack on the Empress. The journey and its perils. The attack on me in Therin. The mysterious figure in the hood.


    I tried to think, but the warmth of the water and the wine muddled my thoughts.


    Shivering slightly, I felt a chill in the water as I moved. My hand reached for the lever that would pour more hot water into the tub, but stopped in horror as I opened my eyes.


    I sat in blood. Thick and hot, it stained my skin, my hair, my nails. I tasted copper, smelled the metallic tang of freshly shed blood. It flowed around me where warm water should have been.


    I gaped at the horrific images around the rim of the tub. Strange rituals, grisly murders, gory depictions I couldn't explain. Horrors from the nightmare of a twisted mind writhed their way through the water towards me.


    Had I been able, I would have leapt from the tub as the blood closed over my head. I was drowning in the hot blood, and my strength failed as I fought to claw my way to the surface.


    I sat in a bathtub of warm water once more. The tub was a plain copper, no engravings or markings on it at all.


    What in the hells is wrong with me?


    I felt dirty, more unclean than I had when I entered the tub. My heart pounded in my chest.


    I hurried from the bathing room, and rushed over to the fresh set of clothing that had been laid out on the bed. A horrific skull grinned at me from the belt, and the clothes were stained with fresh blood.


    No, they are just dyed a muted red. The blood had seemed so real.


    I dressed quickly, buckling on my armor and sword as I did. I felt safe when encased in my armor once more, but the room around me twisted and turned into horrors everywhere my eyes fell.


    I rushed into the hall, eyes wide as everything around me swirled and contorted into terrible shapes from my worst nightmare. Everywhere I looked, the world was twisted and horrifying.


    "Deucalion!" I heard the empress' voice, and looked down to see her sitting on the floor. I must have bumped into her as I stumbled through the halls.


    "My lady, forgive me." I helped her up, and led her quickly into the room from which she had just emerged.


    "You look as if you've seen a specter, Deucalion. First you act oddly in the main hall, and now this? You have me concerned."


    "I…I…" What can I say?


    Her look was quizzical, worried.


    "I am sorry, my lady. Things have been odd lately. I cannot…I cannot explain it…"


    I noticed the ornament in her hair. Odd that it would stand out to me, but it drew my eyes like a magnet attracting metal.


    It was a bird, one I had never seen before. It looked like a hawk, but was larger. In his claws was gripped a dagger. The wicked tip on the ornament seemed pointed directly at her heart.


    "Deucalion, what are you doing? You're messing up my hair!"


    I pulled the pin free, and grimaced as I felt it sink deep into my finger. Blood gushed from the prick, and I watched horrified as it spilled onto the pristine white robes of the Empress.


    "Deucalion, get ahold of yourself!"


    When I looked again, the wound in my finger was gone. No blood stained the robes of the Empress. The pin was an ornamental bird, no dagger held between its talons.


    "Deucalion, what in the hells is the matter with you? Deucalion? Deucalion!"


    Her voice chased me as I fled down the hall.
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    The wind rushed through my hair as I rode.


    I galloped through the city gates, and across the dusty plains surrounding the city.


    I knew not where I rode—all I knew is that I fled. Fled the city behind me. Fled the confusion in my mind.


    But where am I fleeing to?


    A mountain loomed high in front of me. Have I been riding for so long? The mountain was miles from the city, yet I couldn't remember the hours passing.


    Up, up, up I rode. Higher and higher, though why, I could not say.


    The breeze from the mountain stung my cheeks, whipped at my clothes. I could barely hang onto the reins of the racing horse, but I knew I had to reach my destination.


    What is my destination?


    Suddenly, without warning or command, the horse stopped.


    I don't recall dismounting. My feet felt heavy, but they were propelled by a force beyond me. The forest high on the mountain was thick, but I pushed through.


    I blinked in the darkness. I stood in a clearing, surrounded on all sides by tall trees. Soft grass beneath my feet.


    A giant stood in front of me—seemingly appearing out of thin air. His deep voice rumbled in my ear.


    "Well, that was quicker than I had expected, young Deucalion."

  


  
    Interlude


    


    Yucatan—Land of the Mexica


    The 10th Year of the Reign of Her Immortal Majesty Empress Tatho of the House of Tah


    [image: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: IH_Monogram_with_iota_and_eta_superimposed]

  


  
    


    


    


    The darkness around her was stifling, the ground beneath her hard. A sharp rock dug into her back, and her neck hurt. She woke with a start, jerking upright as her nightmares faded.


    "My lady Phorenice, I would keep my movements silent were I you."


    The voice of the man called Captain was deep, yet so quiet she could barely hear it.


    "What is it, Captain?" Her whisper sounded loud in the silence.


    "We have company outside the cave. The savages are searching for you."


    Savages? Cave? Where am I? Everything that had happened over the last few days flooded back. The nightmare is real.


    Captured by the Mexica. Held prisoner in their horrible pyramid. Prepared to be sacrificed. Saved at the last hour by these unknown rescuers.


    "Is there anything I can do, Captain?" I refuse to be caught helpless again.


    "Just wake the others, and keep them quiet." He slowly stood, moving quietly towards the cave mouth.


    "Aye, Captain," she called after his retreating back.


    She moved quietly around the darkened cave, using the dim light filtering from the outside to guide her steps.


    One by one, the sleeping women were awakened. The gentle hand of their mistress stopped them from crying out, and the whispered command kept them silent.


    "Thank you, lady." The captain nodded as he crept back towards her. "Now, I need you all to stay hidden and silent, no matter what happens."


    Phorenice nodded, the darkness swallowing the motion.


    "Good." He made to move away, but Phorenice's hand on his arm stopped him.


    "Captain, I would have a weapon."


    "My lady is brave, but it is unnecessary."


    "I am no stranger to a blade, good Captain. If you know who I am, you no doubt know who my brother is."


    The captain seemed to consider this for a moment. He handed her a slim sword wrapped in a leather-bound sheath.


    "Only draw if you must, my lady."


    "Of course, Captain." If she had to draw it, the situation would have taken a turn for the worst indeed.
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    The captain marveled at the bravery of the woman as he shuffled silently through the small opening of the cave.


    He did indeed know her brother, the man who had trained him and who once commanded his unit. If she was anything like the captain-general, she would wield that blade like a demon.


    But the last thing he wanted was to put the woman in danger. She was the reason that he had been sent hundreds of leagues from home, and it was his duty to bring her safely back to the city her brother had called home.


    Even if it cost the lives of every man in his company.


    "Captain." Traga's voice sounded from his elbow, the little man appearing from where he lay hidden. "It's not looking good. The clearing is filled with the savages, and there's a chance they'll find the cave."


    "You made sure-"


    "Aye, Captain. Eirin may have been the tracker-" he paused for a moment in honor of his fallen friend. "-but I'm no slouch at covering a trail."


    "Good. All we can do is hope they don't know of the cave's existence."


    "Aye, sir." The little man nodded.


    "The others?"


    "Carrt is watching the clearing. We'll have a few minutes' warning if they head this way."


    "Good. Weapons ready. May the gods grant that we have no need of them." With a nod, the captain took his position at the entrance to the cave.


    The heft of his spear was comforting, the shield on his arm all the protection he needed.


    He looked at the men crouched around him. The lieutenant that had been his solid right arm for nearly a decade. The blond physician with his giant axe. The little man and his whirling knives.


    These men had served with him for years, fought alongside him on more occasions than he could count. Each and every one was numbered among his friends. How many of them will fall today?


    There were fewer than a dozen of them. This was nothing less than a suicide mission. But if anyone can do the impossible, it is these men.


    "They're coming." Carrt's voice was urgent. Voices speaking in the guttural tongue of the savages could be heard approaching the waterfall.


    "Derchon, Malek."


    The two men named stood, drawing the small bows in their hands.


    Two dark, feather-plumed heads broke through the falling water, followed immediately by the near naked bodies of the savages.


    Before they could cry out, two solid "thunks" cut off their voices, feathered arrows protruding from their necks.


    The blond giant rushed forward, grasping a corpse in each hand and throwing them behind a pile of rocks.


    Two more bodies broke through the waterfall. Two more arrows found their marks. Two more corpses joined their comrades behind the rocks.


    "Hold."


    Through the curtain of falling water, a large group of men could be seen. They stalked carefully towards the waterfall, uncertain of what lay beyond. All they knew is that their companions had not yet returned.


    "Traga, Hutton, draw."


    Two more arrows were drawn back as more dark-skinned savages came through the waterfall.


    The ululating cry of triumph emanating from the mouths of the savages would have terrified any normal foe. The men they faced, however, were far from normal.
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    Phorenice couldn't help but peek from behind the rocks sheltering her and her companions.


    She marveled at the uncanny accuracy of the bowmen, and the strength of the blond giant terrified her. She was glad they were here to protect her.


    The war cry curdled her blood for a moment, but the brief skirmish that followed set her mouth agape.


    The man named Captain killed three in quick succession. Spear butt to the temple of one, blade to the heart of a second, and shield rim to the throat of a third.


    The giant waded into the fray with his axe. Four bodies were chopped to ruins in seconds.


    The little man launched knives, taking advantage of the exposed flesh of the natives. Two curled around daggers in their stomachs. Water turned red around the neck of a third fallen savage.


    The one called Lieutenant had dropped his bow, and he now sliced through shields and spears as if they were straw. His huge sword cut swaths of destruction in painted bodies.


    The other bow-wielding soldier sent a stream of death speeding in all directions. His aim was unerring, arrows finding eyes, throats, and hearts.


    Not one of the two dozen savages that passed through that waterfall remained alive within the space of a minute.


    Not one of the men protecting her had so much as a scratch.


    "We have to move, now." The urgency in the captain's voice was evident. "No doubt there will be more, and we should be long gone from here by the time they find this place."
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    The captain couldn't remember the last time he had slept for more than an hour.


    The battle in the cave had been long days ago. But how many? Three, four? Endless days and sleepless nights had blurred into one dreamless nightmare.


    "Hold them back for a moment more, Murgen."


    "I'm trying, Captain, but I need a bit of help here!" The big man's voice rumbled in the darkness off to the Captain's left.


    "Go, Carrt."


    The man scampered towards the place where the blond giant stood, axe flashing bright in the darkness.


    Dozens of Mexica crowded into the small ravine, each pushing to be the one to reach the big Imperial first. To be the next to die at the end of his axe.


    "Push, hard."


    The captain heaved against the logs that had been bound together. The women were already aboard the makeshift raft, and Traga sat at the fore—a steering pole gripped tightly in his hands.


    The mud refused to release the bogged down raft, no matter how hard they strained.


    "Derchon, go. We need Murgen."


    The lieutenant gripped his massive sword, and rushed to relieve the blond giant.


    "Where do you need me, Captain?" The big man's breath came in ragged gasps. Blood trickled from a nasty cut in his forehead.


    "Here. We've got to get this raft free now, before they break through."


    "Don't worry about that, Captain. Carrt and Derchon will hold."


    With the help of the others, they heaved hard on the raft. Murgen's massive muscles made the difference.


    A loud sucking noise from the wet mud, and the raft drifted free.


    "Go, go, go!"


    One by one, the others leapt onto the raft. Only Murgen and the captain remained on the shore, holding the ropes that would keep it from drifting on the fast-flowing river.


    "Derchon, Carrt, now."


    "Bit busy, Captain."


    "Now!"


    The yells of pain tripled in volume as the two men holding the narrow aperture wreaked havoc on their assailants. For a moment, no one else dared to attack. It was the break they needed.


    "Get aboard, quickly."


    The raft shuddered beneath the impact of the two men leaping onto it, and with a heave the giant pushed the boat downstream.


    The captain felt the rope tug in his hands, and he leapt into the water behind the raft. Hand over hand he pulled himself towards the raft, finally gripping the thick logs that had been bound together.


    "Murgen?"


    "Here, Captain." The giant lay next to him on the raft, soaked but grinning broadly.


    "All accounted for?"


    All but one voice sounded off at his question.


    "Carrt?"


    A choking, wet cough was his answer.


    "Derchon, talk to me."
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    Carrt's final whispers came agonizing hours later.


    One savage had been brutally accurate with his spear thrower, piercing between the man's ribs and puncturing a lung as he had fled towards the boat.


    "There's nothing I can do, Captain." Murgen had sounded apologetic, resigned.


    The captain had cradled the head of his dying soldier as the end came.


    "We have to bury him, Derchon."


    "I wish we could, Captain. If we don't move now, we'll lose whatever ground we've gained."


    "Derchon-"


    "Captain! This is greater than any of us. Carrt knew the risk. We all did. Don't let his sacrifice be a waste."


    The captain couldn't get rid of the feeling in his gut as he watched the log raft float down the river—Carrt's still form securely tied to it. It is a better burial than any of us can expect out here.


    "Sir, we need to move." Derchon's voice was insistent. "We've got a long way to cover before nightfall, and the savages can't be too far behind."
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    "Captain, we can't keep on like this."


    His armor still stained with the blood of his pursuers, the captain looked blankly at the man talking to him.


    "We have to keep moving, Derchon, or we'll never make it," the captain argued.


    "We all know that. We know the danger we're in if we stop, but we can't keep on. You can't keep on."


    It was true, but the captain hated to admit it. He felt like he was failing—failing to keep his men safe.


    "Captain, think of the women. If we're exhausted, imagine how they must feel."


    That is sensible, the captain thought. They must be tired. We have to let them rest.


    "Y-you're in charge, Derchon."


    Blackness.
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    "Welcome back, sir."


    The soft, feminine voice sounded like Eriesa. Gods how he missed that woman. That stubborn, hard, damnably beautiful woman.


    "Drink this."


    The liquid was hot, scalding his mouth as it slid down his throat.


    "What the…?" He caught himself before he swore. He felt fire spread through in his body.


    "Blindweed tea, Captain." Traga's smile hung over his head—a sharp contrast to the pale face of the beautiful woman next to him. "Going to give you a kick in the…the…" His words trailed off as he saw Lady Phorenice next to him.


    "How long have I been out?" Night had fallen.


    "A few hours, no more. Had to let you rest, Captain. Lieutenant's orders." Fatigue showed through Traga's smile.


    Looking around, the captain saw his men for the first time in what seemed like days. He had been running and walking in a trance since he had watched Carrt disappear down the river, heedless and uncaring of the world around him.


    He had nearly run himself into the ground, his men along with him.


    The lieutenant strode up to where he lay. Derchon looked tired, but not as exhausted as he had before the captain had collapsed.


    "Good to see you up, sir."


    "Thank you, Derchon." It was more than just thanks. The man had saved him by forcing him to rest. Saved us all.


    "Of course, sir. What now?" His gentle way of saying, 'You're in charge, Captain. Tell us what to do.' The man was no tactician, but he carried out orders with alacrity.


    "The others?"


    "Rested, somewhat. Drinking that foul blindweed tea of Traga's."


    "Good. How far is it?"


    "The border is a few days away. We can't keep up that punishing pace, but we can still move quickly."


    "The women?"


    "They're fine, but exhausted. Murgen had to carry one the last few hours before we stopped."


    "Shit." He rubbed his tired face. "Get Traga out front, Malek in the rear. We move once dark falls." That would give them a few more hours to rest.


    It was going to be a long night.
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    There were few times in his life that the captain could remember being so grateful to see the sun rise.


    "Captain, they're closing fast." Despite moving quickly through the night, they were losing ground to the savages hunting them.


    "Damn." There were no women among those pursuing them, no one to slow them down.


    "Orders, sir?"


    "We can't run any more, Derchon. We have to make a stand."


    "Aye, sir. I'll have Argus run ahead and find a suitable place."


    "Better make it quick. We're running out of time."


    At least now he could run without worrying about a misstep in the darkness.
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    "Die, savage!"


    Traga's yell came from far too close for Phorenice's comfort. He was supposed to be a few paces away, fighting by Murgen's side. If he was immediately behind her, it meant that they were in danger of being overrun.


    All these thoughts came in a heartbeat. In that same heartbeat, her sword slid into the beating heart of the savage leaping over the low pile of stones that was her only protection.


    "Get down, lady." She hit the floor at the yell, a spear barely missing her head. Standing up, she lashed out to skewer the next attacker.


    "Damn, but the lady sure knows how to use that pig-sticker." Murgen's words were meant to be quiet, but a sudden silence in the battle carried them to her.


    "She is the Captain-General's sister." Traga's words were accompanied by a high-pitched yelp. He must have stuck another savage with one of the many knives secreted around his person.


    "Captain, Argus is down."


    Derchon's shout received no response. The captain fought for his own life less than three strides from where she held her ground.


    "Malek!"


    A yell from the fallen Argus alerted the archer that he was in danger, just in time for him to avoid being impaled by a cast spear. He answered the threat with one of his own, an arrow taking the spear thrower in the neck.


    "Thanks, Malek." The arrow must have aided the embattled Derchon somehow.


    "They're breaking, lads. Just hold on for a few more-"


    The captain's voice was cut off with a heavy thud.


    "Captain!" Derchon's shout was followed by the "thunk" of an arrow into flesh.


    "Lads, we need to finish this now. The captain's down."


    "Aye, sir." Murgen rumbled in response.


    Phorenice dispatched another handful of the onrushing savages, discouraging them from attempting another attack on her position.


    When she finally had a moment to breathe, her arm was on fire. Gore soaked her to the elbows, and her simple gown was a mess of blood, bile, and guts.


    The men around her leaned on their weapons, no less exhausted than she. After a day of running and a fight that had nearly cost them all their lives, they were ready to drop where they stood.


    "Fine work, lady Phorenice." The captain's voice was shaky, but he stood unaided. Blood dripped from a wound on his head. "Though, if you disobey an order again, I'll bring you up for insubordination."


    His grin was broad, the incongruity of the statement not lost on her.


    "Well, Captain, things looked like they were taking a turn for the worst. I only stepped in when I felt I was absolutely needed."


    "My thanks, lady Phorenice. Do know, however, that your lord brother will have me flayed alive should anything happen to you while you are under my command."


    "I understand, Captain, but I think my lord brother knew exactly what you would be facing when he sent you to rescue me."


    "Captain, it's Argus." The Lieutenant strode up, motioning towards where the man lay fallen.
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    "It's bad, isn't it, Captain?"


    The wounded man clutched at his leg, desperately willing the blood to stop seeping from the massive gash in his leg.


    "Not too bad, Argus. Murgen will have it bound up in no time."


    What the man didn't know was that the right side of his face was gone, caved in by a stone club. The ribs along his left side were pulped, and he was wheezing heavily. Blood tinged his spittle. It won't be long.


    "Captain…" A fit of bloody coughing seized the wounded man. "You get the others safely home. Leave me here to guard your backs."


    Weak fingers struggled to reach for a nearby sword.


    "Nay, Argus. We'll keep vigil this night. You get your rest, and you'll be right as rain come morning."


    "It's barely approaching nightfall, Captain. I doubt I'll survive the night."


    "That's a bald-faced lie, and you know it, Argus. We've got the best surgeon in the army right here."


    "Sorry, Captain, you always were a terrible card player. I know a lie on your face when I see it. Though, I thank you for your kindness to a dying man. One last request, Captain?"


    "Anything, Argus."


    "The blessing?"


    "Of course."


    Murgen had been standing nearby, and came to kneel over the broken, bleeding form of his companion at arms.


    "We salute you, soldier of Atlantis. You have died in the company of brothers and friends. Die as you have lived, a true warrior. Prepare the way into the next life for us. Greet us when we arrive.”


    It was a simple soldier's farewell—one written by the Commander as a salute to the fallen.


    To the dying man, it was enough.


    "Thank…you…Murgen…"


    The colorful sky above was the perfect final sight for his dying eyes.


    


    [image: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Page-break-1]


    


    "It's a miracle of the God that they didn't find us." Derchon's voice cracked with fatigue.


    Fool had stood watch all night, thought the captain. "Aye, but it's going to be a rough day ahead."


    The morning sun dawned bright in the east. There was something comforting in seeing the dawn of another day. The captain turned to study his band of tired men and women.


    "Traga."


    The little man sat nearby, sharpening a knife on a whetstone he had produced from somewhere. "Aye, Captain."


    "Pass around the dragonfruit. It's the only way we're going to outrun these savages."


    The fruit would dull their senses, stopping their muscles from sending pain signals to their brain. They could run themselves to death and they wouldn't feel a thing.


    "Are you sure, Captain?"


    It was a last ditch attempt, but the gods knew that they needed a miracle right now.


    "Aye, Traga. That's an order."


    "As you wish, Captain."


    He rummaged in his pack, removing a small leather-bound bundle. Opening it, he revealed a handful of colorful fruits.


    One was handed to each of the surviving members of the party, who swallowed them eagerly. It was more than just food, but they didn't need to know.


    Only his men knew what they were gulping down.


    The captain's face was grim as he shouldered his pack once more. It felt like it was filled with stones, but he knew it was nearly empty.


    With a nod to the Lieutenant, Traga leapt ahead into the forest to scout the way. The women and men stood, exhaustion visible in every muscle.


    "It's time to run. Time to run like Cronos himself is at your heels."


    The God knows how we'll make it out of here alive.
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    Chapter 1


    


    "What do you mean, you've been expecting me?"


    My thoughts—so muddled while on my break-neck ride into the night—were now clear.


    "I was told you would be coming here."


    "By your god?"


    "Aye." It was a simple statement. I could take it or leave it. "Are you coming?"


    He strode from the clearing, eating up ground with his long stride. I found myself jogging to keep up.


    I didn't need to ask where we were going. Up.


    How long we climbed, I couldn't say. Stars wheeled overhead, and still we climbed. An eternity flashed by in a heartbeat, and still we climbed. One thought in my head and one thought only: Up.


    I felt as if I was awaking from a dream. I sat in a small cabin, a fire casting light and warmth, and the giant figure smiling kindly at me.


    "What the…?"


    "Look, Deucalion."


    It was a book that he pushed in front of me. The tome was ancient, upon its cover was written the words In the Days: A History of the Empire of Atlantis.


    It arrested my attention completely, all else around me forgotten as the words on the page burned my retinas.


    "Read it, young Deucalion. It is for you that it was written."


    Words leapt out at me from the page.


    "In the days when Atlantis was a young nation, they were a simple people. They followed the One God Above All, and they prospered.


    But as their power grew, their hearts turned from their God. We shall create our own gods, reasoned the men of old. They shall be gods in our image, and they will give us rule over the world.


    Thus were the gods of Atlantis created, and thus the people of the mightiest nation in the world turn away from their God. For centuries, they have been warned to turn back to their God, and for as many years, they have ignored the warnings."


    "You mean…?" I couldn't believe what I had read.


    "Yes." The rumbling voice of my hairy companion was distant. "Atlantis once worshipped the One True God, but they deserted him. Now is the end of days for a nation that has forsaken their Maker."


    I couldn't tear my gaze from the words on the page.


    "Demons roamed the earth, hiding among men. They sought to influence mankind for evil, and strove to gain rule of the nation."


    The book filled my vision, the text imprinting on my soul. My voice sounded hollow as I read aloud.


    "And there shall be a sign of the End of Days. In the days when demons walk in plain sight, there will be a great thundering, the sky shall blacken and the day shall be as night. The sun, moon and stars shall not give their light.”


    In my mind, I saw a mountain peak exploding into the sky. Hot ash and lava spilled over the city in the shadow of the mountain.


    When the eruption ended, the city was dying. Slowly. Agonizingly. Suffocating under dust, rock, and magma.


    "Then shall the earth be shaken and the high places shall fall into the sea. The earth shall swallow up the habitations of men, and the waters shall cover their dwellings. None shall live, save those that bear the mark of the God upon them.


    Those alone shall pass through the waters and not drown. They shall walk through the fires and not be harmed."


    


    The earth opened as if to swallow the city. The ash-covered city toppled into the gaping maw, and the sea swelled up—cascading over the shores.


    The land was immersed in water. Only the peaks of the highest mountains remained.


    


    My vision narrowed, and I saw a band of men, garbed in simple clothes and with empty hands. They climbed the mountain, struggling to outrun the chaos below.


    They struggled to safety.


    Upon their bodies was a burning brand, a mark glowing brightly in the darkness around them. The mark was simple: three vertical lines, with a horizontal line intersecting them in their center.


    The mark of the God.


    Suddenly, I was one of the men on the mountain. I was one of those struggling to climb.


    Leaning on me for support, a woman gasped for breath. I caught her outstretched hand as she slipped and nearly fell, pulling her to her feet and helping her to push higher.


    The sound of the destruction below was terrible. Screams of a people being slaughtered. The voice of the Earth swallowing a continent whole.


    Slowly, the sounds below died as we climbed. The only sound to reach our ears was the soft blowing of the wind, the quiet crunching of feet on dusty soil.


    Onward and upward, ever higher. Why we pushed on, we knew not. All we knew was that destruction lay behind—below.


    I turned and stared at the city below. Horrible, suffocating, covered in ash.


    The ground beneath me shook, a rumbling coming from deep within the bowels of the earth.


    My feet were shaken from beneath me, and I lay where I fell. I could go no further.


    A gentle voice, accompanied by a dust-stained hand, helped me rise. "We must go on."


    The face before me was beautiful, the features blurred by the tears in my eyes.


    Weary, oh so weary, we pushed on. When one stumbled, the other was there for support. When one wearied, the other strengthened flagging resolve.


    A small cave opened higher on the mountain. Peace, quiet, darkness, rest. Our bodies were too tired to climb, too afraid to stop moving.


    The pool of tepid water inside was the most delicious thing we had ever tasted.


    A breeze rolled in the entrance of the cave, cooling me where I sat overlooking the death below. It whispered to me to sleep, and my heavy eyelids could not resist. The trembling of the earth soothed me, and I yielded to exhaustion.


    The earth shook violently once more, wrenching me from sleep.


    Something within me beckoned. I heeded its call. Climb.


    The sleeping woman huddled beside me, awakening the instant I moved. She grasped my hand tightly, and together we resumed our desperate struggle upwards.


    It seemed that time bent, and I found myself standing high on the mountain. The ground still shook, but a feeling within told me that I was safe where I stood.


    The land below shuddered, buckled, and cracked with horrifying sound. A rift formed, speeding towards the horizon faster than the eye could follow. Another formed, and still another. The world was split apart.


    The ground opened up, water spouting high into the air. Liquid arms reached towards the sky, the sea flooding into the rift.


    The land where the city had once stood was gone, forgotten by the earth forever more. Only an endless ocean remained in its place.


    Atlantis has been forgotten.


    


    With a jerk, my eyes opened. I sat in a small cabin, facing a hairy giant smiling broadly at me.
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    "Wh-what in the holy hells was that?"


    Not for the first time since I had encountered this man, words failed me.


    It seemed that not a moment had passed. The giant finger still pointed towards the page. The smile remained on his hairy face.


    And yet, the pain, the exhaustion, the hopelessness. It was all so real.


    "I know not what has transpired, young Deucalion, but it seems that the God, in His great wisdom, has seen fit to give you a glimpse into the future."


    What could I say to that?


    "A future that will be? A future that may be? Who knows?" He smiled at the look on my face. "Drink it in, lad. I envy you this vision."


    My snort was derisive. "You envy me? If you'd seen what I saw, you'd-"


    "No, tell me nothing, young Deucalion. The glimpse was yours alone, should remain such until the time for you to tell it. You will know when it is right for you to share what you have seen."


    "Is it real? Will it really happen?"


    "I cannot say, lad. I am no wise man or sorcerer to tell the future. I only know what I have been told."


    "By your god?"


    "Aye, by my god. And now he has spoken to you too."


    My head was spinning, my world turning upside down. I grasped the table to steady myself, breathing deeply until the moment passed.


    "It was real, wasn't it, lad?" Kindness showed in his eyes.


    I could only nod. I had been there, and yet I was here.


    "The mark…"


    That was the one thing that had stood out to me most from what I had seen.


    "The mark of the God. Iota, eta." He opened his robes, revealing the mark burning on his hairy chest.


    "The book…it said only those with…the mark…will be saved."


    "Aye, that it did."


    "And how…" I had no way to put the question into words.


    "How does one receive the mark, lad?" I nodded. "It's simple. Believe."


    "That's it?"


    "Aye. Believe that what you have been told is true."


    Deep in my heart, I knew what I had seen would come to pass. "I believe."


    "Believe, and you will be saved."


    Again, I was compelled to utter the words out loud. "I believe."


    "With that belief, young Deucalion, you will know salvation."


    A third time, the words spilling from my mouth with a force beyond my control. "I believe."


    It hit me like a knife to the heart. I felt the burning of a thousand hot pokers rip through my soul, the agony of a forge firing me from the inside out. I struggled, fighting the pain.


    "Yield, lad. Fight not, but surrender."


    I gasped for breath, feeling every muscle in my body clenching. I knew my heart was giving out, death was inevitable.


    So be it. I embraced death.


    The pain dimmed.


    Blinking, staring in wonder around me, I still sat in the simple cabin. My chest was on fire, but the pain was barely noticeable. The mark shone brightly in the cabin, pulsating with life and energy.


    "You have been marked, young Deucalion. You bear the brand of the God, and I hereby charge you to seek out others who would be marked likewise."


    Seeing my mouth open to ask a question, the giant held up his hand.


    "They will be drawn to you like a moth to a flame, for you will burn as bright as a flame in the night. Remember, lad, where the darkness is thickest, that is where the light shines brightest."


    A smile came over his hairy face, and he placed a hand on my shoulder. "Go now, lad. Your empress awaits."


    In a heartbeat, he was gone.
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    The horse walked placidly alongside me, displeased at being forced to leave the patch of green grass it had discovered. I was in no hurry to return either.


    My head spun, my thoughts whirled as my feet took one unthinking step after another.


    How much time has passed since I fled from Bermuda? How long had I climbed that mountain, sat in that cabin?


    The stars twinkled high overhead, morning still hours away. It was as if time stood still…


    The burning in my chest had subsided, but the mark still felt raw every time I moved. There was no pain, just…sensation.


    I found myself climbing into my saddle and galloping down the mountain. I had no control over my body. I felt like a puppet being jerked around by strings beyond my field of vision.


    The commission I had been given—to find others to be marked—seemed a vague one. How am I supposed to find them? How could I tell anyone what had happened? What can I say?


    Deep down, I knew without a doubt that I would find a way. What the God wants, the God gets.


    A thought struck me. The giant told me I was "one" of the marked. Does that mean there are more? If so, who are they? How could I find them—short of walking the continent shirtless?


    The walls of the city soon towered into view—far sooner than I would have liked. The city guard seemed uninterested in me and simply closed the gate behind me as I rode past.


    The horse was soon back in its stable, happily munching a bag of oats. The house was empty, save for a few guards on watch and servants running errands in the dead of night.


    Phoris crossed my path as I neared my room, a look of curiosity on his face. What he saw on my face must have discouraged him from asking more, for he continued on his way in silence.


    He knew me well, knew I would tell him what I needed to when I could.


    My heart sank as I saw the slim figure of the empress sitting on my bed. I knew she would want answers, yet I had none to give. I braced myself to be bombarded with a host of questions.


    I was wrong.


    Her words were hesitant. "There's something distinctly … off about this place, isn't there, Deucalion?"


    "My lady?" What? Her too?


    "I can't explain it, but don't you feel it? I don't know why…but something bad is going to happen, soon."


    "I know how my lady feels. I too feel something I cannot explain." My statement encompassed more than just the wrongness of the house.


    "Is that why you fled in such a hurry?"


    I nodded. "Yes, my lady. I cannot place my finger on what is wrong, but..." I cast my eyes around the room and saw the ornament. "Look at that pin in your hair."


    She pulled it free, and held it up to examine it in the lamplight.


    "What about it?"


    "When I saw it earlier, before I … fled, it was … different."


    "How?"


    "It was the same sort of bird of prey, but in its claws was clutched a dagger. That dagger pointed at your heart. It sliced my finger when I touched it."


    "I saw no blood. All I saw was you sucking on your finger like a fool and fleeing my room."


    "That is what happened. But I felt the pain of the cut, saw the blood stain your robes."


    "You certainly looked like you had seen something horrifying. You fled the room looking worse than when you entered—and that is saying a lot, given your wounds.


    I saw the look of concern on her face. "No, Empress, I am not going mad. I have no proof of what I have seen, but you have to believe me."


    Doubt was written plainly on her face.


    "My Empress, have I ever lied to you before?"


    "No…" It was a hesitant answer, but an answer nonetheless.


    "Then you have to trust that I speak the truth now."


    "I…I…" Her knowledge of me warred with her disbelief for a long moment. "I believe you, Deucalion."
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    "We will be departing for Dascade, my Lord Rasgar." The morning had dawned bright and clear, and all were eager to leave.


    "My Lord Barkan, are you certain I cannot tempt you and your men to stay a few hours longer, to take refreshment with us?"


    "My thanks, good Rasgar, but I would rather deal with this unpleasant matter first. After we have visited the camp, we may tarry a few days longer and enjoy your hospitality." He glanced at the Empress. "If my niece is willing, of course."


    "Oh, uncle." The Empress fell into the role easily. She truly is a superb actress. "I would be delighted to remain here, but you must remember that you have to conclude your affairs in time to be home before the New Year."


    This was the Empress' way of saying, 'I'd prefer to leave sooner rather than later.'


    "Of course, how could I forget?"


    Lord Rasgar accepted this with grace. "As you wish, my lord, my lady. I will have my steward instruct you on the road you will need to travel to reach the camp."


    "My thanks, Lord Rasgar." With a deep bow, the old man returned back into the house.


    The courtyard of Lord Rasgar's palace was beautiful, the sun shining down brightly on the men, horses, and carriages ready to depart.


    The sour-faced steward came and went, and we were soon trotting down the road he had indicated.


    The fortress of Dascade was not too far, and we could reach it with a day of hard riding. However, after the last days on the road, the last thing any of us wanted was to spend all day in the saddle.


    We would make camp overnight on the trail, taking our ease as we rode.


    After a few hours in the saddle, I was sore, tired, and hot—three of my least favorite sensations. Riding at the head of the column meant I was able to avoid the dust kicked up by the horses, but it was hard not to fall into a sort of trance as my horse plodded along.


    The bastard sun keeps getting hotter, I thought.


    "We can't have you getting lost in the desert." Phoris had had to call out to me when I had begun to ride too far ahead of the column. "You're far too valuable."


    My eyes were tired of squinting by the time the Empress called a halt. My legs and groin would have thanked her had they been able to.


    "Gods be damned, that's hot!"


    The Empress, complaining? And swearing? Will wonders ever cease?


    Thankfully, Phoris had chosen a perfect spot to rest—beneath thick trees. The leaves blocked out the sunlight, and it was significantly cooler in the shade.


    It took all of my willpower to keep from removing every piece of clothing I had, but decorum insisted that I remain clothed in the company of my betters.


    Also, I wasn't certain I was ready for the world to see the mark on my chest. It didn't hurt, but spikes of fire shot through my chest periodically—a reminder of its presence.


    "The blessings of the gods be upon Lord Rasgar." Phoris' voice was elated as he rummaged through the items the aging lord had sent us. One chest contained iced wine—a true luxury after the heat of the road.


    I shed my armor, content to lounge at ease in my tunic. It felt like I was riding in a portable sauna. The price of safety.


    All too soon, the call to ride came, and I limped back to my horse and into my armor. It is just too damned hot to be wearing all this metal.


    "Get ready for a long day, Deucalion. The Empress has ordered us to ride for the rest of the day."


    Nightfall could not come too soon.


    


    [image: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Page-break-1]


    


    "Oh, good gods…" It was a half-moan of pleasure, half-groan of pain. "My groin feels like a dwarf has been pounding it with a sack filled with rocks."


    "Quit your bellyaching, Deucalion." Derchon could have been born in the saddle for all his familiarity with riding. "It's not so bad as that."


    Truly it wasn't, though I wasn't opposed to exaggerating my aches and pains in front of the others. I had become accustomed to long days of riding during our weeks of travel, though I doubted my softer parts would ever get used to the beating they took from the saddle.


    "The Commander is just too accustomed to the comfort of the city, that's all." Traga did his best to hide his smile.


    My response was small, round, and shaped like a rock.


    "Ow!" The little man rubbed the side of his head where the pebble I had thrown clipped him. "What was that for?"


    "Mocking your commanding officer, Traga." My smile was nasty. There would be a small bruise—a reminder to watch his words next time.


    Phoris couldn't help a grin. "Next time, Traga, be faster, or be wiser with your words to rock-throwing experts."


    "Aye, sir." Traga turned to me, and dropped his voice to a whisper. "Careful you don't find scorpions in your bedroll, Commander. Nasty buggers are all around these parts."


    Minutes later, it came as no surprise to me to find a huge black scorpion in my roll. Traga's surprise, however, seemed genuine.


    "It wasn't me." He truly looked innocent. "I didn't have time to put it there. Ask Angrion."


    The serious Captain simply rolled his eyes at the little man's antics, and flicked the scorpion from my bedroll with the tip of his sword. Vannen snatched it from the air.


    "Can't let this go to waste, Captain. It is a delicacy where I come from." He skewered the creature on a stick. "I'll roast it later, and what a treat it will be."


    I had always considered him odd, and this was further proof of it.


    For a short while, I was completely immersed in the activities of setting up camp. Tents were erected, wood gathered, and Traga even brought down a gazelle-like creature with his bow.


    There would be a feast this night.


    My sword demanded my full attention. It hadn't been sharpened in days, and it needed some care. I retrieved the flask of oil from my pack, along with the whetstone that every member of the party carried, and set about honing the edge.


    It felt good to be doing something with my hands—it gave me time to think.


    A flash of heat in my chest stole the thoughts from my head. I nearly dropped my sword, and looked around hastily to see what was going on.


    I noticed nothing out of the ordinary. Everyone simply carried on with their activities.


    "We have a problem, Deucalion."


    It took all of my self-control not to jump as Phoris whispered in my ear. Seating himself next to me, he drew his sword and began to sharpen his blade in time with me. It provided cover for our whispered conversation.


    "What's the matter, Phoris? What threat?"


    "I can't say that there's a threat for certain, Deucalion, but I do know that there's something odd going on."


    "What is it?"


    "I believe we have a thief in our midst."


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    


    "A thief?" Hard to believe, with so few of us.


    "Aye. Traga is missing a few items from his pack—important items I had him carry for me."


    "Important items?"


    "Yes." He said no more, so I turned to Traga, who had joined us.


    "You're certain they're missing?"


    "Aye, Commander. They were in my pack night before last, and I just searched it now. They're gone. It looked like someone rifled through it."


    "This is unsettling. Any clue as to who?" Phoris shook his head at my question. "Lord Rasgar's servants, perhaps?"


    He thought for a moment, then shrugged. "Perhaps, though not likely." He addressed the little man. "Traga, tell the others to keep a close eye on their packs. Sleep with them on if they have to, but keep them nearby at all times."


    "Aye, Commander." The little man trudged off to pass the message to the others.


    Finished with his task, Phoris stood and sheathed the sword. "Best keep one eye open as you sleep, Deucalion."


    I nodded. "Since that first night on the road, I've mostly been keeping both open."


    It was true. I hadn't slept well on the road. The ground was too hard, my body too accustomed to the comfort of a bed.


    As I rolled into my blankets that night, I tucked a short sword by my side. It was a habit Phoris had ingrained in me, one I had reacquainted myself with since the incident in the Empress' tent.


    The coals of the fire shone dimly in the distance, the darkness around me peaceful and calm.


    Rest, however, was not to be mine.
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    I stood in a massive hall, the lords and ladies of Atlantis surrounding me on all sides. All faces were turned towards the throne, upon which sat a being of immense power.


    From its face radiated light—illuminating the room and obscuring its features. Over the head of this being, a presence hovered, majesty radiating from it.


    A silent declaration that the one sitting upon the throne was the true and rightful ruler.


    Darkness crept into the room, falling upon all save myself and the being of light on the throne. The darkness was absorbed into those around me, and I saw them change. Faces shifted and contorted into diabolical leers and malevolent gazes.


    Some struggled to withstand the darkness, but their resistance was brief and futile.


    The darkness turned itself towards the light on the throne, seeking to surround it and choke it out as well. The light resisted.


    Darkness rushed towards the light, covering everything and overwhelming the light until it seemed that it would be snuffed out.


    The face of the being on the throne no longer radiated light, and the features were now clear. It is the Empress.


    She had no idea the light from within her had fled—unaware that the men and women below now gazed up at her had lust, greed, and hatred in their eyes.


    The struggles continued, some of those in the darkness breaking free. Light emanated from them, the mark of the God clear. My own mark shone brightly in the gloom.


    Familiar faces appeared in the brightness.


    Phoris fell beneath the darkness, never to rise again. Barkan stood tall and bright, but the press of bodies around him was great.


    Murgen, Angrion, Derchon, Traga. My friends. They stood by me, light shining from them.


    The faces of the crowd turned, seething at the light from within us. They surged toward us, but something held them back.


    Looking over my head, I saw the presence—once illuminating the empress—now hovering above me.


    I heard a scream, saw the empress struggle within the clutches of maddened hands. Her throne was wrested from her, and another took her place. A bird of prey circled his head, the screaming cries of the creature piercing the gloom. The figure sat shrouded in gloom, but evil radiated from him in palpable waves.


    Another figure stood beside the throne, obscured by darkness as well. Rich raiment clothed the man, but his face was twisted into horrific shapes. The demons within.


    All in the room bowed to the figures on the dais, worshipping them as gods.


    The moment came, and I rushed forward to break the hold of shadow on the empress. Together with those that stood by my side, her captors were thrown off.


    Nothing could stand against us, so bright shone our light.


    We held the limp form of our empress, for she had no strength to hold herself. We retreated from the throne, and the darkness followed us. Those in the crowd fell upon us, and one by one those I called friends fell around me.


    Until only I remained, the empress by my side. Murgen stood a distance away, stretching out a hand to me.


    A voice boomed from above me, a voice commanding and all-powerful.


    "Get into the high mountains, for there lies the way of escape."


    The darkness pressed around me and I struggled upwards, desperate to outrun the clutches of the evil. All is lost. All is…
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    A hard boot in my ribs woke me.


    "Get up, Deucalion." Phoris's voice was soft in the pre-dawn light. "It's your watch."


    Crap. This is the last thing I need after such a horrible night, I complained as I donned my armor.


    By the time the sun finally rose, I was cold, damp, and grumpy. Mist had rolled in just as my watch had begun, the kind of mist that seeped through clothes and deep into bone.


    None of the others on guard seemed bothered by it, but I supposed they were far more accustomed to it. As much as I hated to admit it, I was spoiled by life in the capital.


    The camp came to life soon after sunrise, and breakfast was served to those stumbling from their tents in various stages of sleep.


    "Good morning, Deucalion." The empress' voice was sweet and well-rested, the opposite of how I felt. "You look to be in fine spirits this morning."


    I bit my tongue to hold back a sharp retort. "It's just that sort of morning, my lady. The prospect of another day spent in the saddle has certainly done little to improve my mood."


    "Fret not, my friend. We'll reach our destination before the sun is too high, so the Captain-General tells me."


    She seemed to find the expression of relief on my face was comical. Her laugh was high and melodic.


    "I could not be happier to hear it. I ache in places I never knew existed before."


    "Ah, Deucalion, a spoiled noble at heart."


    "Says the lady riding in the carriage."


    "A challenge, my lord Historian? As you wish. Captain-General." She turned, beckoning to Phoris as he walked past. "Have a horse saddled for me this morning. I wish to put Deucalion to shame."


    Concern flashed across his face. "Is that wise, my lady? We are in unfamiliar territory, with no idea as to what could be in wait for us ahead."


    "My Lord Phoris, at the first sign of danger, I will immediately duck back into the carriage and out of harm's way. However, until then, I wish to ride." The tone in her voice brooked no argument.


    "Aye, my lady. Your will."


    Kathriss and Eriesa will be only too happy to get out of that carriage.


    Within an hour, all had breakfasted and made ready to leave. Camp was torn down, tents and bedrolls stored, and all traces of our stopping for the night erased.


    Phoris strolled towards us, reins of a freshly-saddled horse in his hand. "As my lady requested."


    "My thanks, my Lord Phoris."


    With an ease that put my poor riding to shame, she swung up into the saddle. She swayed for a moment before settling into a position she found comfortable.


    "Are you ready, Deucalion?" One mocking eyebrow was raised as she saw me completing my preparations to ride.


    "A moment, good lady." My pack securely tied to my horse, I swung up into my own saddle. I felt far less comfortable in the saddle than she looked.


    "The road awaits, Deucalion. We have a few hours of riding ahead of us if we are to reach our destination in good time."


    "Well then, my lady, let us ride."
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    Surrounded by Phoris, Angrion, Derchon, and Murgen, the empress was as safe on the road as she would be in her own palace. Yet that didn't prevent the four—and myself—from casting wary glances about us as we rode up to the palisade wall that was our destination.


    The ride had been longer than expected. The sun was high in the sky—past its zenith by an hour or so by the time we arrived—and we were all covered in the dust of the road. I doubted we looked the Imperial envoy. The guards at the gate agreed with me.


    "Halt!" Two guards stepped in front of us, effectively blocking entrance to the small fort. A rangy man wearing the stripes of a sergeant called out. "Who goes?"


    They held their weapons with the familiar ease of veterans, their stance relaxed and yet incredibly menacing. It was familiar—I had seen the same when staring at the men now guarding the empress.


    Larenin had ridden to the fore, and spoke for the column.


    "The imperial envoy, Lord Barkan, and Chancellor Deucalion."


    "I have heard nothing of any imperial envoys."


    Larenin handed the man the parchment that had magically granted us entrance into every city we had passed on our journey.


    A moment was all it took for the guard to scan the contents of the paper.


    "I will alert the General. Please, enter, and be welcome." With a bow, he motioned for the guards to step out of the way.


    The fort was laid out in perfect military precision. Row after neat row of tents and buildings had been erected, and those in the camp moved around with obvious purpose.


    There was a single multi-storied building in the fort—no doubt the place where we would find this 'General'. Our column rolled down the perfectly straight roadway, riding directly towards that building.


    "Company, halt!" Phoris' voice cracked like a whip.


    With perfect precision—even from the ponderous carriage—the column came to a stop before the wooden building.


    The Nightstalkers around the empress dismounted, and I followed suit. She waited until I presented her my arm before getting down from her horse.


    "Thank you, Deucalion."


    "My lady." A deep bow of respect, and I escorted her into the wooden building.


    The interior was simple, with none of the comforts one would expect of a lord of the realm. Instead, it was strewn with maps, charts, and all of the accoutrements of a military camp.


    My estimation of the General, whoever he was, increased before I had even met the man.


    "The General will see you now." A snowy-haired veteran had appeared from a door on the far side of the large room, beckoning us to follow. Despite his age, his back was straight as a rod, his steps confident.


    This was definitely no simple camp as the Lord Rasgar had claimed. It looked more like a military outpost than anything.


    The man standing behind the heavy table at the far end of the room commanded the space, prowling like a lion as he strode toward us. "Welcome to Dascade, my Lord Barkan. Chancellor Deucalion. Gentlemen. My lady."


    He sketched a deep bow to Lord Barkan and myself, and nodded to those dressed in the Imperial armor. He kissed the empress' hand as Lord Barkan had introduced her as his niece.


    He doesn't know who she is. 


    His face was as hard as the iron in his muscles, though his body was beginning to show the signs of his age. Somehow, he looked familiar, though I couldn't recall where I had seen him.


    "You must be exhausted from your journey. Allow me to provide you with something to wash the dust from your throats. I apologize that we have only simple fare here, but it is all that we require. Had I known an imperial was coming, I would have ordered some more elegant victuals stocked."


    "I thank you for your welcome, General…?" Lord Barkan spoke.


    "Yes." He seemed disinclined to give his name. "Most around here simply call me General. May I inquire as to the nature of your visit to our humble camp?"


    "We have received a complaint from the Lord Rasgar of Bermuda."


    "That old miser? What did he have to complain about?"


    "He claims his land is being polluted, and that you are to blame."


    The snorting laughter that ripped from the throat of the General was echoed by his men lining the walls.


    "My lord, look around you." He pointed out the window at the fertile fields beyond. "My men are doing nothing more than scratching out a living, and you can see that our efforts have made the land more fertile than ever. We live within these walls, and have little contact with the outside world. I fail to see how we could be polluting the lands."


    "We have been sent to determine the truth of the matter, General." I spoke up.


    "Of course, Chancellor. I would remind my lords that these lands by right belong to the House of Scada, not the aging lord of Bermuda and his grasping son."


    The name Scada meant something to me … but what?


    "The House of Scada, General? I have not heard that name before." The Empress spoke up.


    "Of course not, my lady. It is an old name, one that disappeared while the old emperor still sat the throne."


    "So if it has disappeared, how did the lands pass to the Lord Rasgar?"


    "That, my lady, is a tale that must wait for another time. I have some urgent matters to attend to, my lords and lady, begging your forgiveness. I will be happy to tell you more at the evening meal."


    It was masterfully done. He had evaded the question without showing disrespect to the empress. Not only a soldier, but a true diplomat this one—he reminded me of my old teacher, Adret.


    "Of course, General. I would be glad to discuss the matter later. Truthfully, I am much wearied from our journey." Lord Barkan showed no signs of fatigue. It was simply his way of ending the conversation on his terms.


    The General nodded and turned to the empress. "My lady, I will have my men show you to our finest chambers. I apologize for the simplicity of our accommodations, but we are simple military men—unaccustomed to the finery at court."


    "It is no matter, General. A bed, some wine, and a simple meal is all I require. I am certain Lord Barkan and his men would welcome the same."


    "It would be my pleasure to feed you and yours, my lord. Please be welcome to Dascade, and may you find peace beneath our roof."
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    Despite his promise, the General made no appearance at the evening meal. His captain apologized, saying that he was occupied dealing with some piece of business. No elaboration or further explanation was forthcoming.


    The empress seemed to be in high spirits—the ride of the morning had done her good after many days of being cooped up in the stuffy carriage. She seemed happier than I had ever seen her, and the smile on her face was more beautiful than the wind blowing through her hair. Her cheeks were flushed with the effects of the wine, and...


    "Deep musings, Deucalion?" Phoris broke into my thoughts, handing me a cup and filling it with wine from a skin he carried.


    "Exhaustion, I think."


    "You certainly were not born to sit a saddle, my friend. You look more like a sack of beans than anything else."


    "Need I remind you how you fare aboard the deck of a ship?"


    He turned a particularly pallid shade of green expected just at the mention of boats.


    "Fair enough. You noticed the General's absence?"


    "Of course."


    "Well, tomorrow the Empress expects to be shown around by the General himself, and the God help the man if he doesn't show up."


    The God? Phoris usually swore on 'the gods'.


    The food was simple, but fresh. Hot bread was served with soft cheese and fried onions. A bird of some sort had been roasted, and sides of beef were laid before us.


    "Keep those away from Murgen if you want more than a bite."


    "Don't let Traga get his hands on that wine, or we'll never see it again."


    "You eat any more of that cheese, Larenin, and you'll be bunking alone."


    Both the Nightstalkers and Barkan's guards were in a fine mood. They laughed and joked with each other, and soon mingled with the Dascadians as well.


    Phoris noticed my gaze. "Don't worry, Deucalion. They're fully alert, even Vannen over there." The man looked to be far into his cups, his face red as he belted out a bawdy drinking song at the top of his lungs. "They're all on watch tonight."


    For some inexplicable reason, I felt oddly safe here in Dascade. The simple palisade offered far less protection than the Imperial capital, and yet I felt no threat from any around me.


    Before too long, a drinking horn was passed forward, and a large Norseman stepped forward to challenge all in the room to a game. Murgen, like a good soldier, accepted the challenge.


    "This will take all night."


    "Aye, that it will, Deucalion. That big blond bastard can hold his ale, and by the looks of his new companion, they may just drink Dascade dry between them."


    I had imbibed a fair share of ale, but the drowsiness that I felt had little to do with the drink. The urge to sleep was almost overwhelming. Every muscle in my body felt leaden, and I felt the exhaustion keenly.


    "I'm off to sleep, Phoris. I'm leaving you in charge."


    "Aye, Commander." Had I not been so tired, I would probably have detected the note of sarcasm in his voice.


    I felt like I wandered the halls of Dascade for hours, but it could only have been minutes. My eyelids continually drooped, and my limbs were numb as I stumbled towards the small room that had been set aside for the Captain-General and myself.


    It was with great relief that I collapsed onto my bed, feeling oddly peaceful in the single lucid moment before I drifted off to sleep.
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    The day dawned bleak and grey, a red sun piercing the clouds. An omen, some muttered throughout the camp. Dust kicked up by the wind made the calm even more eerie. Not a sound of the daily bustle was heard; all had stayed indoors. A cold day, a gloomy day, not one to be forgotten.


    A shadow circled in the sky, just beyond our eyesight.


    


    The sun stood high, yet little more than the occasional glimpse was seen; so dense was the cloud cover. The absence of wind rattled me, and the silence thundered in time with the beating of my heart.


    Around me the shapes of men standing in formation blurred at the edge of my vision. I couldn’t seem to swing my point of focus from its outward gaze.


    The sky was suddenly obscured by a black sheet, speeding towards us at a perilous rate. Arrows.


    The palisade wall caved and collapsed, admitting hundreds of charging soldiers. Yelling and shouting battle cries, they charged toward us mercilessly, cutting down anyone in their path.


    Murgen stood in the center of a knot of warriors, cutting down men to his right and left. From behind, a spear transfixed his heart, sentencing him to death. Still he fought on, yielding nothing, slaying all in his reach.


    One man finally found the hole in his guard and thrust him through. His neck was broken by Murgen’s massive elbow, but the one second was all the others needed to bring him down.


    Traga, wicked-looking knives whirling faster than I could follow, danced in and out of the throng of clashing steel and hacking bodies. His knives found small holes, doing lethal work. Their razor edges never failed to leave a mark, yet he never lingered. He danced on as, one by one, men fell before him.


    His match was met in the form of an equally evil-looking man of similar stature. Wielding two swords with deadly grace, he disarmed and dismembered Traga in the blink of an eye. He too moved on without a second’s pause.


    Derchon held his ground, massive broadsword singing as it hewed its way through the disarrayed ranks. A swarm of arrows hammered him to the ground. He struggled to rise even as he was pierced by enemy spears.


    Angrion, spear cutting a deadly swath through the enemy’s ranks, backed up against a merchant’s cart. Surrounded by a dozen men, he eyed them warily, cutting down those who dared trespass on the ground he held. His face flickered disbelief. He stared dumbly at the sword protruding from the front of his mail.


    Phoris loosed arrows into the mass as he ran, as accurate with the bow as he was deadly with swords. His swords spun like lightning to deflect volley after volley of arrows. Not a one touched him.


    Larenin’s shield held off attacks on his left side, while the sword in his right fist rained fury on those who opposed him. A scorpion bolt to the chest pinned him to a wall where he breathed his last among the remnants of friend and foe alike.


    The empress’ body, hewn down in her apartments along with her servants and those left to guard her, was surrounded by a pile of corpses, a testament to her last stand. My blade was held gripped in her hand.


    Lord Barkan lay where he had fallen, his sword still sheathed in the body of the man that had taken his life. Kathriss and Eriesa had fallen side by side, their blood spattering the walls behind them.


    I ran towards my doom, unable to control my pounding feet. Doom took the shape of a swarthy Ethiopian; broad, leaf bladed spear held easily in his right hand, massive sword strapped across a gigantic back. Slowly, carelessly, death was dealt out as he passed the remnants of our army.


    A blur moved past my slow moving form: Phoris.


    I saw the realization of his own death in the eyes of my friend as he raced towards the giant, yet he held his duty foremost: protect the empress, or avenge her death. Tears streaked down his face as he saw the lifeless bodies of comrades.


    The giant looked at him as one would a gnat. The massive spear in his hand was thrust towards the approaching Phoris. A wall of steel melded with the oncoming blade. The spear's steel head spun harmlessly away.


    I reached the conflict, arriving as the giant sized up my friend, impressed. Barely a glance did he throw at me, so harmless I appeared to him. A casual swat of his fist nearly collapsed my chest as he threw me against the wall.


    His pole was a blur as he fought with the amputated spear, wielding it as a quarterstaff. Phoris easily caught the blows on his blades, yet occasionally a blow would cut through the steel curtain and strike at his armor.


    I saw the giant working Phoris’ blades slowly outward in steady, determined strokes. I knew, somehow, if I didn’t act, Phoris would be dead in a matter of moments. I tried to lift myself from the wall, but something held me down.


    The expected blow came. My friend's swords were pushed out to the sides from powerful strikes of the staff, just long enough for the pole to catch Phoris in the throat, temple, jaw, shoulder and crown. Stunned and choking, he dropped to his knees. The black-skinned giant took his head from his shoulders in one smooth motion as he drew his sword.


    Yelling in rage I charged. Adrenaline rushed uselessly through my body. I knew I would soon be dead, but what is that to me? Before I had engaged him, he had already gained the upper hand.


    Blow upon blow he rained down on my head. Barely managing to deflect them, I stumbled as I backed away. He raised his sword high, and flashing steel plunged towards my chest.
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    The mark of the God burned brightly as I bolted upright in my bed.


    There was a fiery light in the darkness, emanating from the brand on my breast. It chased the shadows from the small room, nearly blinding me with its brilliance.


    Phoris tossed uneasily in the bed next to mine, his mumbled words drowned in the night’s silence.


    I lay back, willing my heart to believe what my head was telling it. It was only a dream.


    But was it?


    I felt a fire running through my heart, gasped with the heat racing in my lungs. I ran my fingers over the slight protrusion embedded in my skin.


    Have I been given a foretelling of things to come, or a warning of things that could be?


    Sleep evaded me for long hours as vivid images of death lingered in my head.


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    


    "My lords, my lady, I apologize for my absence last night."


    The General looked tired as he appeared at the breakfast table, and hungrily devoured the simple meal set in front of him.


    "I assumed you had important matters to attend to, General." Ever diplomatic, Lord Barkan. "I enjoyed the company of your men."


    The General turned to the empress. "I trust my lady found the accommodations adequate, if not comfortable."


    "They were, General. My thanks." She graced him with a dazzling smile.


    "Now, my lords, you wished to see the lands around Dascade for yourself in order to give answer to Lord Rasgar and his complaint. Once we have finished our meal, I would be happy to show you around myself."


    "I thank you, General." I nodded to him, and returned my attention to the cold leg of mutton sitting in front of me.


    Within the hour, we were mounted and riding through the gates of Dascade.


    We rode through the morning, the General escorting us through the lands he claimed had belonged to the House of Scada. It was not a large territory, nor a fertile one.


    "These are the lands Lord Rasgar no doubt claims as his own, and yet they do not rightfully belong to him." We sat on a ridge overlooking a dry river basin.


    "I was given to believe that the House of Scada no longer exists." Lord Barkan spoke up. "How, then, could the lands not fall into the hands of the ruler of the realm in which they lie?"


    "The land was given to me by Imperial decree, during the final days of the Emperor."


    "And for what reason? As a military man, you are entitled to territories, but one would think that an officer of the imperial army would be given more prosperous holdings."


    The General hesitated for a long moment. Some important decision was being made in his mind, his thoughts warring to find an answer to the question.


    "As you are the imperial envoy, I am honor-bound to tell you the truth. But before I can, we must ride a little ways more. Once we reach our destination, I swear you will find the answers to your questions."


    "As you wish, General." I nodded, spurring my horse to follow him.


    We rode in silence for a long while, the wind and the sound of horses' hooves our only companions. The General was obviously familiar with the area, and rode confidently towards a thick forest less than a league off.


    The forest was thick, the branches hanging low and making it difficult to ride comfortably.


    "Don't!" The General's outstretched hand stopped Murgen from hacking at a low branch with his massive axe. "The trail stays overgrown for a reason, friend."


    He said no more, but rode on in silence. Deeper and deeper into the forest we rode.


    Words cannot express my relief at finding myself riding into a small clearing in the middle of the forest.


    "We must walk from here." The General dismounted with ease, handing his reins to one of the soldiers accompanying us. "My lady, I mean no disrespect, but I must request that you remain here."


    Lord Barkan looked at the empress for directions. She hesitated for a moment.


    "General, I believe it is time for you to know the truth." The man looked at her quizzically as she spoke. "I am not Lord Barkan's niece as he told you, but am in fact his cousin."


    "Cousin or not, my lady cannot continue. What I have to show is for the eyes of the Empress alone, or her imperial envoy."


    "Look at me, General." The man's eyes narrowed as he studied her. "If you served in the Imperial Army during my father's rule, you must recognize me."


    For a moment, his face showed nothing but confusion. Then his eyes widened, and he dropped to one knee.


    "My Empress! Apologies, Immortal One. I have not returned to the Imperial city for many years." He gazed up at her. "You do indeed bear a resemblance to your father."


    "I apologize for not revealing myself sooner, General, but I couldn't be certain of your intentions. However, for a reason I cannot explain, there is something that tells me I can trust you." Her gaze bored into him. "Can I trust you?"


    "With your life, Immortal Majesty. Your father once saw fit to do the same…" His voice trailed off.


    "Very well, General. Rise."


    The man struggled for a moment to regain his composure. "Empress, what I am about to show you is one of the best-kept secrets in the Empire. Only a handful of people in the world know about it, and few of them outside of my own camp."


    His eyes flicked to me, Phoris, and the others in our party.


    "My Imperial Guard are to be trusted in all matters. My Chancellor-" she pointed to me "-has selected each one personally. General, I have placed my life in the hands of these men. My trust will be safe in their keeping as well."


    The General nodded at this. "And Larenin?"


    "He is beyond reproach, Empress," Barkan assured her.


    The man in question stepped forward. "My lord, I see no reason why I should not remain behind. I have complete faith in the Captain-General to keep you from harm."


    Phoris spoke. "My Lord, you will be perfectly safe with me. You have my word."


    The General nodded. "Then my lady, my lords, if you would follow me. I must warn you, the way will not be pleasant."


    A nod from the General ordered two of his men to stay with the horses, along with Larenin. Following the General, we pushed deep into the forest.


    Riding through the woods had not been easy, but it seemed the brush around us thickened with every step we took.


    "I apologize for the difficulty of the trail, Empress. It is a precautionary measure that prevents our encampment from being discovered." The General's whisper conveyed the importance of secrecy in this matter.


    Walking through the dense brush was challenging for all of us. I had no doubt the others were sweating heavily in their armor. I winced as I saw a low-hanging branch whip across Murgen's broad face.


    A low whistle sounded from somewhere around us, and the General answered with his own. I looked around for the source of the sound, and gaped as three men seemed to appear out of nowhere to stand in front of us.


    Their cloaks were a mottled brown, the hoods pulled over their faces. The garments made their outlines shimmer, and it was hard to see the shape of the men beneath the cloaks.


    "What magic is this?"


    Phoris smiled at my whisper. "No magic, Deucalion. A simple trick of the eye, nothing more."


    The men traded whispered words with the General for a few minutes. When he turned to speak to us, his face showed a trace of worry.


    "It seems that our precautions have been for naught. Somehow, we have been followed."


    "What shall we do?" Phoris stepped forward, hand on his sword.


    "Nothing." The General held up a hand. "My men will deal with it."


    At the General's nod, the men disappeared into the trees once more. The man motioned for silence, and we all crouched low to the floor.


    Nothing could be heard, save for the sounds of wildlife and the soft voice of trees blowing in the wind.


    A gentle thudding of hooves came from off in the distance. Screams came from that same direction moments later.


    "We may continue." I had seen the flash of a brown cloak—or thought I had.


    We had trekked for only a short while before the General called a halt. "We have arrived."


    I looked around, expecting to see…I didn't know what I expected to see. There was nothing out of the ordinary in the patch of forest where we stood. Trees and thick brush surrounded us on all sides.


    Two of the men in the marvelous brown cloaks appeared before us, one carrying a limp form on his back.


    "Four men. Three dead." The soldier had a deep voice, the rasp in it no doubt the result of the heavy scar on his neck.


    "Good. Bring this one inside, and we'll question him."


    Inside? What was he talking about?


    The General walked towards a tree—one wholly unremarkable in appearance. He stretched out his hand, and my mouth dropped open as I saw it disappear into the tree up to the elbow. It seemed he reached through solid bark—no aperture was visible from where I stood.


    A rumble sounded behind me, and I turned to see another tree simply disappear. In its place, stood a gaping hole into darkness.


    "My lords, Empress. Welcome to the Hole."
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    The opening overhead slid silently shut as the General withdrew his hand from what appeared to be solid stone.


    "How…?" It was all I could do to not gape open-mouthed.


    "Daltos will explain in good time." The General stepped from the ladder that had allowed us to descend into the hole, and shouldered his way to the front of the line.


    The darkness around us was thick and heavy. I forced myself to breathe easy as the earth pressed in around me. Now is not the time to be afraid.


    "I apologize for the darkness, my lady, my lord. We are so accustomed to these corridors that we no longer need light."


    "I believe I can provide some small illumination, Empress." Phoris' voice sounded from the darkness ahead of me.


    I heard him fumbling around his belt for a few seconds, followed by a click. Bright light streamed from the nightstalker in his hand.


    "What a wondrous device, Captain-General!" The empress was obviously intrigued. "What is its name?"


    "A nightstalker, Empress. Courtesy of Lord Adret."


    My predecessor? What did he have to do with it?


    "The Lord Adret was a clever man, my Empress." The General's deep voice sounded in the darkness, a tone of familiarity in his voice. "Many knew the man, but few knew the mind within the man. During his years of service to your father, he was responsible for the creation of many wonders."


    "How does it work, Lord Phoris?" The empress reached out a hand to touch the small object.


    "Within the device is a small piece of a rock known as Godstone. It absorbs the light of the sun, and can, for a short time, store and reflect that light even in the darkness. For a short while, at least."


    "The light of the sun? How have I never heard of this stone?"


    "My Empress, the Lord Adret had many secrets—most of which no doubt went with him to the grave." The General's voice was sad. "It is a true loss for the world."


    The small beam of light cast by the nightstalker was nowhere near enough to illuminate the tunnel, but it did make the going easier.


    The floor and walls of the tunnel were perfectly smooth—obviously the work of precise hands. The stifling sensation of the tunnel soon disappeared, and occasional breezes wafted through.


    "Just a few more steps, my lord, my lady."


    A door slid open in front of us, and bright light filled the corridor—blinding us after the short trek through darkness.


    "Give your eyes a moment to adjust to the brightness."


    A few moments of blinking and squinting later, we continued our journey down the illuminated corridor.


    "My lords, my lady, I must beg your pardon. My men and I need to…attend to this man for a moment."


    "Of course, General." The empress nodded, her attention riveted on the lamps illuminating the hall.


    The General and his men slipped into a side corridor, disappearing around a corner into darkness.


    "There is no fuel in the lamps, and still they shine. What a marvel!" I could hear the wonder in her voice.


    Time stretched for what seemed like an eternity before the General returned. "My apologies once more, Empress."


    "Did the man give you any information?"


    "Nothing of use. Tales of a lord in a hooded robe, the same story we have been hearing for the last years." The same story I have been hearing as well. "This man in the hood has been trying to find us out since the project began, and this is the closest he has come."


    "I trust the problem has been…dealt with?" There was a hard edge to the empress' voice—a hint of iron that I rarely was unfortunate enough to be on the receiving end of.


    "Of course, Empress. This must remain a secret at all costs."


    "You have said this before, but what exactly is the secret that you are trying so desperately to hide from the world around you?"


    "Come, my lady, and I will show you the secret of the Hole."


    He strode confidently forward, expecting us to follow him. The passages twisted and turned, and I was soon lost in the maze.


    A blank wall faced us, and we stopped as the General held up his hand. Perhaps he has taken a wrong turn, or…


    "Do exactly as I do, and step exactly where I step. If you do not, you will not pass."


    He smiled as he stepped towards the wall. Spreading his feet wide, he placed them on two oddly shaped stones set into the floor.


    I was not the only one to gasp as he disappeared into thin air. I had seen no opening, and yet he was gone.


    "Who will follow?" The voice of the General's companion rasped behind me.


    "I will." I didn't know why I had volunteered. My damnable curiosity to know more, no doubt.


    "Very good, my lord. If you will step here, please."


    He pointed to the two stones on the floor, and I placed my feet on them as instructed. I held my breath, unsure of what to expect.


    Before my eyes fully registered what happened, I found myself in a brightly lit room. The General stood smiling in front of me, amusement written on his face at seen my eyes widen.


    "Walk over here, my lord." He motioned for me to stand beside him, and I obeyed without question. I was too busy goggling at the room around me to argue.


    I say room, but truly it was a hall rivaling the size of the Throne Room. The ceiling was high overhead, and the floor was far, far below. A slim walkway traversed the fringes of the room, with staircases descending and ascending between each floor.


    The space was wide and empty, the ringing from the work below loud in my ears. I saw a dozen men moving in all directions, weighted under the burden of scraps of metal, wood, and devices I couldn't begin to identify.


    I stared around in wonder, trying to soak up every detail.


    "It's wondrous, isn't it?" The empress' voice was breathless beside me, her eyes as wide as mine no doubt were.


    "Truly, a marvelous sight, my Empress."


    "Empress, lords, gentlemen, the Hole." He gestured grandly, pride visible on his face. He obviously enjoyed seeing us all wide-eyed with curiosity. "By order of Chancellor Adret, gods grant him rest, this place was dug nearly two decades ago."


    The General turned to smile at me, and immediately I knew where I had seen him. He visited the house of Lord Adret when I was a student. His name escaped me for the moment. My mind raced as I struggled to recall it.


    "It has been home to the men and women you see before you, the brightest minds from every corner of the Empire. From the Hole has come some of the greatest creations known to mankind. It is here in this very room that the Empire of Atlantis derives its true power. Thanks to the inventions of those below, the Empire is the most powerful nation in the world."


    He obviously took pride in being a part of this undertaking. The way he spoke, it was as if he was speaking of the creations of his own hands.


    "I do not think it would be wise to wander the floors below, for many of the experiments taking place there are delicate and dangerous. However, I will bring you to the man behind the one creation I believe you must see."


    It was difficult to pay attention to where we walked, as my eyes seemed drawn towards the activity on the floors below.


    An explosion over there indicated the success—or failure—of one experiment. A machine from immediately beneath me clacked so loudly that I nearly jumped in surprise. A horrifying stench wafted up from another corner of the floor below.


    It is truly a marvel.


    My eyes feasted on the sights below, my imagination sending my mind in every direction as I saw hundreds of inventions of every conceivable shape and size.


    I was sad to enter another tunnel and leave the wonders in the main hall behind. I wanted nothing so much as to spend hours walking around the floor and testing every creation for myself.


    Shaking off my curiosity, I followed the others through the tunnel and into a large office. It was filled with more papers than I had seen in the Imperial Library, and the room was so littered with debris that it was nearly impossible for us to find an uncluttered place to stand.


    "Empress, my lords, may I present to you Daltos, Chief Creator of the Hole."


    The man behind the desk was as messy and disordered as his office. He scribbled on a large board, working out some mathematical equation far too complex for me to even begin to understand.


    "Daltos. The Empress." The General's voice was stern.


    It seemed to snap the man out of his trance for a moment, long enough for him to stammer a murmured greeting.


    The General rolled his eyes. "I apologize for Daltos, Empress. When he is solving a problem, he is wholly focused."


    "No apologies needed, General. I remember my father was much the same way."


    "Brilliant man, the Emperor." Daltos' voice was oddly nasal. "Shame he lost himself in the end. Went bat-crap loony, he did."


    The empress looked shocked to hear the man speak of her father so callously.


    "Empress." I hurried to speak before she ordered the man executed on the spot. "He doesn't seem too far from the madhouse himself. If you recall the words of Scholar Trinnius in his work 'The Science of Madness'…"


    "A fine line between genius and insanity, yes, yes." This seemed to mollify her, or at least prevent her from demanding the man's tongue.


    I took advantage of her silence to ask the question that had been on my mind since the moment we entered the hole.


    "General, tell me about the entrance. It appeared as if you reached into a solid tree, and we passed through rock to enter the Hole. How is it done?"


    "A trick of lights and mirrors." Daltos muttered distractedly as he continued his work, trying to ignore those crowding around him. "Adret created that himself, he did."


    He stood back, staring at the work in front of him. A look of displeasure on his face, and he whirled to face me. "You young fool!" His anger was visible. "You distracted me. Now I have to start all over again. The work of weeks, lost because of a curious pup. I ought to have you-"


    "Daltos!" The General cut off his words. "Remember who you are speaking to."


    "A foolish youth that distracts my mind from my real work," the man snarled.


    "Also the Chancellor to the Empress. The Lord Barkan stands in front of you as well, and the Empress herself."


    The General's words seemed to take him aback for a moment.


    "The Empress? Good gods, General, why didn't you say something?" His eyes lost their focus for a moment. "Chancellor to the Empress? Adret isn't here, is he?"


    "No, Daltos, the young man in front of you is the Chancellor."


    The scientist walked over to Phoris, squinting as he studied him. "Looks a bit too brawny to be Chancellor. Probably not an intelligent bone in him."


    "No, Daltos. The other one." I heard the patience in the General's voice, and he was visibly trying to hide both his amusement and exasperation.


    "The scrawny one?" I saw Phoris' flash of anger soften as he heard the man turn his unwitting insults on me. "Well, he may look the part. Been sitting in front of the books have you? Where is Adret these days?"


    "Dead."


    "What?" The man seemed genuinely shocked by this.


    "He has been for over half a decade."


    "Good god! Well, no one told me. Good man, Adret. Brilliant fellow, if I say so myself."


    The General stepped forward.


    "Daltos, now that we've been introduced, I think we should go see the machine."


    "General?" He looked astonished. "It's a secret, meant only for the Emperor to know of."


    "There is no Emperor any more, Daltos. Only an Empress."


    "Well, if she were here, I'd show her the machine."


    "Daltos, she's standing right in front of you." He gestured towards the Empress.


    "Gods above, General, warn a man next time you bring the Empress to his office. She's been standing her for minutes and I haven't even been introduced." He walked over to bow deeply to the empress. "My Empress, I am Daltos, your humble servant."


    "The empire greets you, Daltos."


    "Tell me, who are your companions? This scrawny one looks a bit useless. Ah, hello Lord Barkan. It has been an age."


    I could see Phoris struggling to keep a splitting grin from his face.


    "Daltos, the Machine." I heard the edge in the General's voice.


    "Of course, of course. No need to sound cross, General." He motioned to the door in front of him. "This way, if you please."


    "A very fine line indeed." The empress' whispered words held a hint of laughter.


    Daltos kept up a steady stream of conversation as he led us down the corridor. Now that his mind wasn't filled with the problem in front of him, it was free to wander to anything he saw around him. His tongue seemed to bounce around with his thoughts.


    "These lights were created by Drolus, good man he. Should be heading out to the city soon, need some supplies. Have to tell him to pick up some raisins, can't get enough of those. Perhaps he'll bring back some wine. We can use that wine to create a new drink. Those fools below love to drink. Water could do the trick if they get thirsty. Need to find a way to pump water up from the well below. Dangerous things, wells. Should be covered so no one falls in."


    He led us across a massive bridge that overlooked the floor below. It creaked and tilted as we walked on it.


    "Careful where you step, Murgen. Can't have you breaking anything."


    Eriesa's mocking didn't go over well with the big man, who clutched the railing as if his life depended on it. His reply was rude, not to mention an anatomical impossibility.


    On the other side of the bridge, another tunnel opened in front of us.


    "Just through here, Empress." The General extended his hand to help her down from the bridge.


    A huge door lay just a few paces down the tunnel. It looked to be made from solid oak bound with iron.


    "Before we continue into the room beyond, I must warn you." The General looked deadly serious as he spoke. "You must heed my instructions at all times and to the letter. The slightest misstep could result in a painful and likely instant death for one, if not all, of us."


    "Ominous words, General." I couldn't quite keep the sarcasm from my voice.


    "It is no laughing matter, my Lord Deucalion. The Machine is highly unstable. Were it not for its incredible potential, we would have shut it off years ago."


    "We shall obey your words, General." The empress accompanied her words with a disapproving look at me.


    "My thanks, Empress." The man nodded. "It is only out of concern for your safety—as well as my own, of course—that I speak."


    He nodded to the two heavily armed guards that stood by the doors. They strained at the handles, pulling the door open with ponderous slowness.


    "Your Imperial Majesty, my lords, I give you the Machine."


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    


    With all that we had undergone to see this Machine, I was expecting something impressive.


    I was not disappointed.


    Massive wheels, cogs, dials, tubes, hoses, and other parts I couldn't name made up the large … thing. The heat in the room was oppressive, the fire burning hot in the machine making it difficult to breathe. The clanking, whirring, rattling, spinning, and thudding sounds emanating from it were terrifying to hear on such a large scale. It filled the room from floor to ceiling, and looked like it stretched back for hundreds of paces.


    "The Machine, Empress. The creation spawned from the mind of Chancellor Adret, brought to life by the deft hands of Creator Daltos and his crew."


    The General took an inordinate amount of pride in the work being done here. He was indirectly responsible for its success and had earned the right to beam like a proud father.


    "It's impressive." The Empress was forced to nearly shout over the noise. "But what does it do?"


    Daltos stood a few paces away, rapture on his face as he stared at his masterpiece. I had no doubt he was unable to hear the Empress' words, so loud was the machine.


    "If my Empress will follow me this way." The General motioned towards a small glass-paneled room off to the side.


    "What?" The noise was too loud to hear a word, but she seemed to understand his gesture.


    When the doors of the room had slid shut behind us, the noise was beautifully muted—at least enough to allow us to converse without the need to yell over the clacking and whirring of the Machine.


    "My Empress is pleased with the machine, yes?" The Chief Creator said this more as a statement than a question.


    "I would be, if I knew what it did."


    "I don't think I could explain exactly what my beautiful creation does—or at least what it is meant to do. The Quantum Tunneler is far beyond the comprehension of minds as simple as yours." The look on the Empress' face was lost on the man. Where I stood, I could feel the heat of her anger radiating like a bonfire.


    "Make…an…effort…to…explain…if you would be so kind." Her teeth were clenched like a hound grips a rabbit between his jaws.


    "Very well, let me see if I can put it into terms that the average layperson would understand."


    He scratched his chin for a moment, thinking of how to explain what the machine did.


    "Imagine that everything you see is made up of very small particles. Smaller than a grain of rice, smaller even than a speck of dust. So small, in fact, that human eyes are unable to see these particles."


    "I can follow that." The Empress' voice was icy cold.


    "Good, good." He was unaware of how patronizing he was being, his focus entirely centered around the Machine he was trying to explain. "Now, the air around you is also made up of tiny particles, but different particles than what makes up, say, the human body."


    The Empress nodded.


    "Now, what if we could break down things like the human body into the individual particles, and move them one by one. They would move from the place where they originally were, and be reassembled someplace else. The particles would still be the same, just in a different place."


    "I think I can track your logic, Creator. Breaking matter into tiny particles and moving those particles from one location to another."


    "Precisely, in exactly the same order that they were in originally."


    "That would allow you to move objects from one location to another. But wouldn't it take time to move these particles?"


    "Ah, but that's where the Quantum Tunneller, er…the Machine comes in. It breaks down these particles, moves them, and reassembles them—all faster than you can blink. Instant transportation. I call it 'Instaportation'." He gestured grandly—it was lost on all of us.


    I could see curiosity burn on the Empress' face. "Intriguing. But how does it break down matter into these particles, move them, and reassemble them so quickly?"


    "Ah, Empress, I doubt you would be able to comprehend the explanation. It took me a lifetime to discover the secrets of Instaportation, and I dedicated my every waking moment to it."


    The Empress didn't receive this comment as gracefully as she might have.


    "Do make an attempt, Creator. Pretend your very life depends on your ability to explain it to me. In simple terms, of course." All but the oblivious Creator heard the steel in her voice. She had sounded less menacing condemning criminals to death.


    "Well, has the Empress ever seen lightning strike the Earth?"


    "Of course."


    "Did she ever notice how it seemed to push objects away from it?"


    "Like an explosion?"


    "Yes, very good!" His praise was genuine, but it obviously grated on the ears of the Empress. "Like an explosion. All of the particles in the spot where the lighting struck have been pushed outwards, away from the strike. That is what the Machine does. It uses the power of lightning to push the particles of an object away from its original location. It breaks down the objects into tiny particles, and pushes them to a new location. The same lightning reassembles the object, and Instaportation is achieved!"


    He smiled triumphantly at this.


    "We have great plans, your Immortal Majesty. Our colleagues in Giza, in the lands of the Indus, in the Province of Austronesia, and in the Circle of Frost at the southernmost edge of the world are planning to connect a Machine of their own. We will create a network that will allow us to Instaport objects around the world."


    "And I assume that these panels, levers, and buttons here allow you to control the machine?" Her gesture encompassed the odd collection on the table in one corner of the room. "Help you to determine where to move the items from and to?"


    "My, you are far more intelligent than I originally gave you credit for." The Empress' face would have turned a darker shade of purple had it been able to. Daltos, of course, noticed nothing as he continued. "In theory, yes, we should be able to control it from here."


    "What do you mean, in theory?"


    The Creator's face darkened at this question—he must not have been expecting it.


    "Well, I must say that all of our tests so far have been…less than successful."


    "So no successes at all? No Instaportation?"


    "Unfortunately, Empress, we have only succeeded in charring the objects we have tried to Instaport. But," he rallied his spirits at this, "we are approaching success, I am sure of it! Those calculations you so rudely interrupted-" he glared at me with as much menace as a harmless idiot, "-would have led me to the solution. I was so close, and now all of my work over the last months is for nothing."


    "Your lack of success must be disheartening." I failed to keep the mockery from my voice.


    "On the contrary, my lord! Success in the world of science can only be achieved through many, many failures. We may not know the secret of Instaportation yet, but we will discover it."


    "Are there more of these Machines in the Empire?" The empress spoke once more.


    "Yes, Empress. There is one here-" he pointed to a city far to the south of Bermuda, "and here." This time his finger pointed to one in the southwest.


    "The three Machines form a triangle in the heart of the province."


    "Aye, Empress. With the hope that we will soon be able to Instaport objects between these three points of the province once the secret has been discovered. I call it the Imperial Triangle."


    The Empress was less than impressed with this.


    "Perhaps you could find a more suitable name when you actually discover the secret to getting the Machines to work."


    "Of course, Empress."


    "My lady." The General had not spoken in some time. It was refreshing to hear another voice besides Daltos' nasal tone. "Now that you have seen the Machine for yourself, perhaps I could offer you some refreshment before we return to camp."


    "I thank you, General. A bit of food and wine would be appreciated after the heat of the Machine room."


    "Of course. This way." He gestured towards the huge doors.


    "I say, Creator." Vannen piped up from behind me. "Why is that fellow wearing that heavy fabric suit to enter the Machine room?"


    "Ah, an astute question, good warrior. It's simple: even the slightest amount of moisture in the air, and the machine would be ruined."


    "What?"


    "Yes. You see how the Machine lies behind thick glass panels?"


    I looked hard, for the first time noticing the glass that lay between us and the Machine.


    "Well, that is actually a large glass container in which the Machine is housed. All of the moisture has been sucked out of the air within that cage, through an invention of my own creating. Even a drop of sweat will interfere with the mechanisms of the machine. Moisture is the enemy of the Quantum Tunneller, and so we must remove all hints of moisture from the air. That fabric suit worn by my assistant absorbs the sweat from his body, preventing it from touching the machine."


    Having answered the question, the Creator's eyes refocused on those around him.


    "I must beg your pardon, General. I must return to my office to begin my work once more." He shot a final glare at me. "Do bid our guests goodbye when you see them."


    With a wave, the odd little Creator disappeared.
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    The empress was oddly silent as we returned to the clearing in the heart of the forest.


    My head had been set spinning by the Machine and the possibilities it offered. I wanted nothing more than to spend an eternity exploring the wonders of the Hole. Sadly, my place is by the empress' side.


    "General, I wish to ride for a while." Our horses stood waiting for us in the clearing, along with Larenin and the General's men.


    "Of course, Empress. I must return to Dascade, but my men will accompany you on your ride. Captain Arridas?"


    The man named stepped forward, bowing low to the empress. "It would be my honor to serve as your guide, my Empress."


    "I thank you, good sir."


    "My Empress, if I may…" The General hesitated.


    "Yes, General?"


    "A great man, the Emperor, before his…decline. It truly was a sad day for us all when he passed."


    "I thank you for your kind words. You knew him?"


    "In a manner. I served in the War of Domination. He was an able commander and a brilliant tactician."


    She bowed her head in thanks, and the General returned it with a deep bow of his own.


    We mounted, pushed through the dense brush, and were soon cantering along a less thickly-forested area.


    The empress galloped in the lead, Captain Arridas beside her. She rode with purpose, though where she was headed I had no idea.


    "What in the frozen hells of fuck is that?" Traga sat beside me. My eyes widened as I saw what had prompted his curse.


    The forest thinned at the top of a ridge, the hill sloping gently downwards. In the valley below, dead and decaying vegetation stretched in all directions. The land beyond was barren and lifeless.


    "Is this what you hoped to see, Empress?" Captain Arridas had seemed to give the Empress her head as she led, knowing exactly where she was going.


    "Yes, Captain. Is this what I think it is?" Her voice was somber.


    "The Machine? Aye, Empress." He nodded solemnly. "I wish it were otherwise, but it is the price that must be paid."


    "All in the name of science, Captain?"


    "Aye, my Empress." He fell silent. Not a talkative man, this Arridas.


    "Will it spread as the Machine is used? Will the land be polluted further?"


    He nodded.


    "Empress, I seem to be missing something. What do you know that I do not?"


    "You see the valley? I believe this is what the Lord Rasgar was complaining about when he said his land was being poisoned."


    "I can see that, Immortal One. But how did you know to find it?"


    "Something the Creator said sparked a thought in my mind." My mouth must have been hanging open, for she smiled as she continued. "He said that they had to remove all of the moisture from the air in order for the Machine to function. Well, the device that removed the moisture from the air must also be removing it from the Earth above. The machine is underground, so…"


    "It must be under this patch of ground right here." The truth finally dawned on me. "So they truly are poisoning the land, just not in the way Lord Rasgar believes."


    "Yes, Deucalion. And the fact that the Machine could be so invaluable makes the decision I must make even more difficult."


    "How?"


    "Is the land of greater value, or the Machine? Do I tell Lord Rasgar that the damage to his land will continue, or do I have this potentially marvelous creation disassembled?"


    "I certainly don't envy you the choice you must make, Empress."


    "The crown certainly lies heaviest on the head that wears it, Historian." Her smile was tired and sad. "Come, Deucalion, let us return to Dascade. I grow weary of riding, and would rest before long."


    "I apologize, Empress, but the ride home will not be a short one." The General's man still sat his horse beside us.


    "No matter, Captain Arridas. It is a small price to pay for the wonders shown to us this day."


    "If my lady will follow me, I will take her home."


    With a touch of his heels to the flanks of his horse, the Captain rode off in the direction from which we had come—in the direction of Dascade and the mysterious General that called it home.
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    "My Empress is uncharacteristically silent."


    We sat alone in her room, sharing a flask of Illyrian wine the General had produced from somewhere. Kathriss and Eriesa had been dismissed for the night, but I had no doubt they lurked somewhere outside the door.


    "That I am, Deucalion. That I am." She sipped her wine.


    "You ponder on the Machine, Empress." It was a statement. I knew her well enough to read her—most of the time.


    "Yes." She handed me her cup, and I refilled it. "I wonder what other mysteries your predecessor failed to pass on before he died."


    "I can say with conviction that the Lord Adret told me very little in confidence. Near the end,"—before he was poisoned—"he kept to himself mostly. He was afraid for his life, and was convinced that someone was intent on killing him."


    The words "He was right" went unsaid.


    "So, what other marvels could be in Atlantis thanks to the scheming mind of the man I knew as Chancellor—the same man you knew as Imperial Historian?"


    "It boggles the mind to ponder it, Empress, and yet, what choice do we have but to wonder?"


    "Do you have any secrets you refuse to tell me, Deucalion?"


    Fear raced through me for a moment. I thought of Acacia, of the secret of the Nightstalkers, the mark burned into my chest. I could feel it burning as my heart pounded.


    "I refuse to tell my Empress nothing, but there are some things that are withheld from her for her own sake."


    She refused to let the matter drop.


    "If I asked you a question outright, would you tell me the truth?"


    "Yes, Empress. Of course." I had nothing to hide from her, though I wasn't prepared to volunteer information.


    "Then tell me about the night you spoke to the giant from the temple."


    "Empress?" Of which night did she speak?


    "The night I was accosted, and was rescued by brave Egad—Togan give him rest. Somehow, I knew you had gone to visit the man, and he spoke to you. I felt it…here." She touched her breast above her heart.


    I had no words to reply.


    "The reason I was out alone was to find the man. I felt a beckoning within, and was following it when I was attacked."


    "But alone, in the dead of night? Without your guards?"


    "Vannen had told me where the house was to be found, and I thought that I would be safe traveling alone."


    I would have to talk to Vannen later. The empress had no doubt ordered him to reveal the location of the prisoner, but I would still give him a royal dressing-down when I caught the man alone. It is partly his fault she was nearly killed that night.


    She pushed ahead, words coming fast. "And the night you rode off wildly, Deucalion. Where did you go then? I saw you fleeing across the plain as fast as your horse could carry you, and yet, when you returned, you had a look in your eye—the same look you had the morning after speaking to the madman in Atateide. It was a look of…peace, I think."


    I had no idea that I had looked different.


    "I spoke with the man, Empress." I had given my word to tell her the truth, and it came rushing from my lips. "He repeated what he had spoken in the temple of Togan. He spoke again of doom, of destruction."


    How can I explain to her what I saw in the vision? As hard as I tried, the words would not come out.


    I remembered the man had said 'When it is time, the words will come.' It must not be the time.


    "And yet, his words of destruction gave you peace, calm? How could you be so at ease after hearing that all around us will be destroyed?"


    "To be honest, Empress, I know not the reason. All I know is that there is a feeling deep within me, telling me I must be ready when it comes. I must keep my eyes open for opportunities to…to…"


    "Opportunities to save those you can. I understand the feeling, Deucalion, and I share it. I can't explain how or why, but I know that you and I will share a path together. I have known this since I first met you years ago, and it is the reason that I chose you to be my Chancellor."


    "Not for my sterling wit and brilliant repartee?" I tried to inject a bit of humor to distill the awkwardness I felt. The Empress remained sober, reaching out and placing her hand on my chest.


    "I speak not in jest, Deucalion. Know this: whatever happens, we will deal with it together. Not as Empress and Historian, but as friends."


    I felt a tingle running through my body as her hand touched me. Only a thin shirt covered the mark, and the sensation of her hand set the brand burning again. This time, there was no pain, but only a sensation of pleasure.


    "I thank you, Empress." Gently removing her hand from my chest, I held it for a long moment before releasing it. "If there is to be anyone with which to face the end of the world, I am glad it is you, my lady."


    Her smile was filled with genuine warmth. For a minute, I thought she would say something more. She opened her mouth, licked her lips to moisten them, and breathed deeply.


    The moment passed.


    "Off with you, Historian. Tomorrow we ride for Bermuda, and thence return to Atateide."


    "Yes, Empress. As her Immortal Majesty commands."


    I resisted the urge to glance back at her as I left the room. The moonlight filtering through the window did wonders for her figure as it reclined on the soft bed, and I bent my willpower to clearing my mind of the images flooding into my head.


    Images of passion. Images of taking that slim figure into my arms. Images of our bodies entangled.


    The images refused to leave my mind, and I shook my head as if to clear it. I needed wine if I was to get these thoughts out of my head. If they refused to leave, I would not get much sleep tonight- and I needed my sleep.


    The ride to Bermuda tomorrow would be the first step in a long, long journey home—one I was not looking forward to.


    

  


  
    Chapter 5


    


    A scream of pain ripped from my throat as I bolted upright in bed.


    My chest was on fire. I burned from the inside out. More than the physical pain, however, I felt the inferno raging in my mind.


    "What in the hells is wrong, Deucalion?" Phoris was instantly awake, sword drawn and eyes scanning every corner of the room.


    "Nothing…" I clenched my jaw and gritted my teeth through the pain. I rolled from my bed, hitting the floor with a dull "thunk".


    "So you're telling me you wake up screaming every day?"


    "No…" The pain was still there, but it had calmed down to a burning ache. I can handle it, I told myself.


    "Do you want me to get Murgen to have a look at it?"


    I wasn't ready to share my secret with anyone—not even my friend of nearly two decades.


    "Just … let … it … go … Phoris."


    "Fine, Deucalion, if you insist. But remember, my job is to protect you as well as the Empress. That means even if I have to protect you from yourself and your pig-headedness."


    "Thanks … for … the … reminder."


    Long, slow breaths. Calming, soothing thoughts. It was long minutes before I could sit up from where I lay on the floor. "What time is it?"


    "An hour or so before sunrise. You should sleep a few hours more. Our trek home begins today, and it promises to be a long one."


    "The last thing I can do right now is sleep."


    I knew with a certainty that I had been awoken for a reason. The pain in my chest refused to subside completely, and I doubted I would be able to sleep again.


    "Well then, I think it's high time that sword of yours saw some use." I groaned as he pulled me to my feet. Definitely not what I need right now.


    An hour later, I was soaked in sweat, aching in every muscle, and glad that I had put in the time training. I was rusty, but Phoris' painful tutelage had awakened skills long dormant.


    We sat together, watching the sun rise over the hills.


    The day dawned bleak and grey, a red sun piercing through the clouds.


    Have I seen this sunrise before? I had a sudden sense of déjà vu.


    "A red sunrise is a bad omen, Deucalion."


    The camp was perfectly still, not a sound to be heard. Dust kicked up by the wind made the calm seem eerie.


    A cold day, a gloomy day.


    My eyes were drawn to the sky above my head. For a moment, I thought I could see a black shape circling high above.


    Could it be a trick of my eyes?


    "Phoris, something is wrong."


    "Aye, Deucalion, I feel it too."


    "We have maybe an hour." I didn't know how I knew—I just did.


    "I know. I'll wake the others."
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    When Phoris became the Captain-General, his commands were obeyed without hesitation. Even the General's men followed his instructions with alacrity.


    The authority in his voice brooked no argument—not even from the General himself. The greying man simply nodded his assent as Phoris detailed the plan for the defense of the fort. If any of the others had questions, they kept silent.


    I found myself hastily throwing on my armor alongside the rest of the Nightstalkers. The sword belted to my hip was the simple, sturdy weapon I had wielded in practice that morning.


    "My Empress." Phoris stood in the doorway to the empress' room, the same tone of command in his voice. "Remain here, and keep the door bolted unless you hear a familiar voice."


    "Give me a sword, Captain-General. I will not go to the gods with empty hands."


    He shook his head. "Empress, there will be guards here to protect you. It is unnecessary." Kathriss and Eriesa were supremely capable as protectors.


    "I will remain by your side, Empress. I may be past the flower of my youth, but I still know how to swing a sword." Lord Barkan bowed to her as he came up behind us.


    "Bar the door behind you, and do not open it no matter what you hear outside."


    He turned on his heel, and soon disappeared around the corner. I could hear him shouting orders as he went.


    "Deucalion." The Empress noticed me standing nearby, and motioned for me to come over. "What in the hells is going on? It feels like we are under siege, and yet I look out my window, and naught but the morning light is to be seen."


    "I cannot explain it, Empress, but it is coming—whatever it is."


    She seemed to accept my words without complaint or question. "Be safe, Deucalion."


    I had been on the verge of handing her my sword when her hand rested lightly on my forearm.


    The moment she touched me, an image flooded into my mind. An image of the Empress' body, hewn down in her apartments along with her servants and those left to guard her. She was surrounded by a pile of corpses, a testament to her last stand. My sword was gripped in her hand.


    Lord Barkan lay where he had fallen, his sword sheathed in the body of his final opponent.


    For a moment, the vision fused with reality, and my eyes saw the empress standing in front of me as well as the lifeless corpse on the ground. For one moment, no more, and I returned to reality.


    I knew I could not give her my sword.


    "Empress." I bowed deeply to her, unable to find suitable words to say. How can I tell her what I saw? "Kathriss, Eriesa, you know your duty."


    They nodded solemnly. I felt a sense of finality as the door shut.


    What had I seen? The dream had seemed so real, but how much of it was to come to pass? Was there a way to change the outcome I had foreseen?
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    The sun stood high in the sky, yet little more than the occasional glimpse was seen; the cloud cover was too dense.


    The absence of wind rattled me, the silence a profound thundering. No dust blew in the air. All was still, save for the jangle of leather and metal surrounding me.


    The men standing in formation by my side were oddly comforting. I felt the massive figure of Murgen to my left, the captain-general stood on my right. The other Nightstalkers were scattered among the companies of Dascadians. They could very well turn the tide of the battle.


    The sky was suddenly obscured by a black sheet, speeding towards us at a perilous rate. Arrows. I ducked for cover.


    "Deucalion, what in the hells are you doing?"


    I looked into Phoris' face from where I crouched behind my shield.


    "I-I…" The sky was empty. "Arrows…" I trailed away lamely, unable to offer a better explanation.


    "Captain-General." Vannen sprinted towards us, sweating and breathing hard. "Scouts report a column of armed men just minutes away."


    Relief flooded me for a moment. Relief that we were prepared. Relief that I was not going insane and listening to crazy dreams.


    Fear followed close on the heels of relief. Fear for the lives of those around me. Fear that I would see my brothers dead before the end of the day.


    If the dream had been real, none of those standing by my side would live to see another day.


    Could the dream lie?


    "Well, Deucalion." Phoris turned to me. "It looked like you were right about everything so far. You say you saw arrows?" All I could do was nod. He turned to Eirin, who stood to his right. "Archers. Tell the others."


    Eirin ran off to pass the message to the Nightstalkers in command of the squads of Dascadian soldiers.


    "You see anything else, Deucalion, you tell me immediately."


    An image flashed into my head.


    "Stay away from any giant Ethiopians."


    He looked at me quizzically, but his questions went unasked as a horn sounded. The first of the armed men rode over the hill, thundering towards Dascade.


    "Now would be a good time to have more than a handful of archers." Phoris' voice was wistful.


    I studied the column of men rushing to destroy us.


    It was obvious that they were a company of mercenaries, one of the many selling their swords to the lords and nobles of Atlantis. They bore the simple banner of sellswords, with no discernible colors or insignia—nothing to indicate who had sent them.


    "Two hundred, you think?" Phoris nodded his agreement at my estimation.


    I counted the men standing within the walls. Together with the Dascadian Company, we numbered just over a hundred armed men. Not counting Lord Barkan, the Empress, and myself, along with the women and children hiding in the tents behind us.


    "Behind you stand your families, your women, your children. This is where we stand, men. Let none pass. Hold the lines, for your loved ones, for your General, for your Empress."


    Phoris' words rang out over the armed men. I saw faces set with grim determination, felt my own heart turn to ice as I gripped my sword.


    "Today is a good day to die, my friend." Phoris smiled at me, and I nodded in return.


    "It is as good a place and time as any. However, try and avoid it if you can."


    "Aye." His grin was fierce. A true warrior.


    I turned to face the oncoming mercenaries.


    It is time to fight.
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    The sky was obscured by a black sheet, speeding towards us at a perilous rate. Arrows.


    It was real this time, a reality reinforced by the screams of men caught out in the open. Orders had been given for the Dascadians to take refuge when the arrows flew, but an unlucky few had been unable to find a place to hide. A handful of corpses lay in the midst of a forest of arrows—too many considering the odds we faced.


    I heard a groaning of timbers, and looked towards the palisade walls. The swarm of arrows was merely a distraction from the true threat. Hooks had been cast over the top of the walls, secured to long ropes. A Scorpion bolt protruded from the thick logs, embedded deeply by the powerful engine that had hurled it.


    "They're bringing down the wall!" Phoris' shout seemed far away as the image from my dream flashed in front of my eyes.


    The palisade wall caved and collapsed, admitting hundreds of charging soldiers. Yelling and shouting battle cries, they charged toward us.


    "Send the bastards to the frozen hells where they belong!" The roar of the giant blond physician carried over the din of yelling soldiers, and I saw blood-rage in his eyes. His axe will drink deep this day.


    A mighty clash rang out as the onrushing army collided with the Dascadian Company. Two hundred against fewer than half that number. Odds I would rather not bet on, not even with the Nightstalkers to bolster the ranks.


    My heart pounded in my chest as the clang of swords reached my ears. I was a few paces behind the battle lines, but there was no fear in me as I watched men struggle, fight, bleed, and die.


    Pain flared in my chest once again, nearly stopping my heart. Time slowed to a crawl. The world around me moved at an agonizingly sluggish pace.


    Murgen stood in the center of a knot of warriors, cutting down men to his right and left. From behind a spear transfixed his heart, sentencing him to death. Still he fought on, yielding nothing, slaying all in his reach.


    I blinked, and saw Murgen charging towards the enemy ranks. He howled a war cry deep in his throat, terrifying all in his path.


    His axe flashed in the morning sunlight, blood spraying in all directions. His charge led him through the line of Dascadians, and into the ranks beyond.


    I knew what was coming, and struggled to move, to stop it. It was as if I fought through thick syrup, but I pushed towards him regardless. If I can prevent this one thing, perhaps…


    I saw the spear transfix his heart, sentencing him to death. Once again, dream flashed over reality. I saw the face of the man wielding the spear that would soon spell the end of my giant friend. I have to reach that man before he thrust. I knew I would not.


    I did the only thing I could.


    My dagger spun through the air. It is poorly thrown, I knew it the minute it left my hand. It struck the man's helmet, bouncing off harmlessly.


    But it distracted him for a single moment— long enough for Murgen's axe to slice the head of the spear from the haft. The mercenary's head rolled from his shoulders a heartbeat later.


    I saw the image from my dream: One man finally found the hole in the blond man's guard and thrust him through. His neck was broken by Murgen’s massive elbow, but the one second was all the others needed to bring him down.


    My eyes returned to reality: Murgen's axe flashed in deadly arcs, wreaking havoc and certain bloody carnage around him. A thrust did find a hole in his guard, but it took him in the shoulder rather than in the chest.


    My dream flashed once more. Traga, wicked looking knives whirling faster than I could follow, danced in and out of the throng of clashing steel and hacking bodies. His knives found small holes, and did their lethal work. Their razor edges never failed to leave their mark, yet he never lingered. Dancing on, one by one, men fell before him.


    I saw the man dance through the armored men in front of him, marveled at his speed. He was a master craftsman, his knives the tools of his trade. His eyes shone with delight at being unleashed to kill.


    The dream flashed again: Traga's match was met in the form of an equally evil-looking man of similar stature. Wielding two swords with deadly grace, he disarmed and dismembered Traga in the blink of an eye. He too moved on without a second’s pause.


    The wicked-looking man fought his way through the press of bodies, twin swords flashing with a deadly grace. Murgen's axe buried itself in his head from behind, splitting the man's helmet and slicing through bone and flesh.


    Traga sprinted towards the handful of archers kneeling by the fallen palisade wall. So intent were they on the battle that they failed to notice the grinning death racing towards them.


    I saw a flash: Derchon held his ground, massive broadsword singing as it hewed its way through the disarrayed ranks.


    Casting around, I saw the lieutenant of the Legion of the Night snarling fiercely as his broadsword sung through the air. He sliced through the ranks of men around him like a scythe through wheat.


    A swarm of arrows hammered him to the ground. He struggled to rise even as he was pierced by enemy spears.


    "No!" I shook my head to clear my vision. A single arrow flicked towards him, ricocheting off his armor and leaving little more than a bruise. Traga sliced the last archer's throat, sending him to join his dead companions in the frozen hells of Cronos.


    Angrion, spear cutting a deadly swath through the enemy’s ranks, backed up against a merchant’s cart. Surrounded by a dozen men, he eyed them warily, cutting down those who dared trespass on the ground he held.


    The captain, where is he?


    There! By the merchant's cart. The dozen men in front of him stood with their backs to the onrushing Derchon.


    Angrion's face flickered disbelief. He stared at the sword protruding from the front of his mail.


    Together, captain and lieutenant made short work of their assailants. The coordinated movements of the two men seemed almost magical. They flowed in perfect harmony, a feat made possible only through years of fighting side by side.


    My eyes scanned the field for my friend. The captain-general held a bow in his hands, loosing arrow after arrow into the backs of the enemies locked in combat. There were no archers to answer his fire, but I could see his quiver was nearly empty.


    The dream hit me again. Larenin’s shield held off attacks on his left side, while the sword in his right fist rained fury on those who opposed him.


    Barkan's captain fought a few paces from where I stood. He was no Nightstalker, but an impressive warrior nonetheless.


    A scorpion bolt to the chest pinned him to a wall, where he breathed his last among the remnants of friend and foe alike.


    I put every ounce of strength into my legs as I sprinted towards him. I could sense the bolt flying through the air, slicing through the morning calm with lazy speed.


    The solid "thunk" came from the wall behind us and above our heads. We lay in a tangled heap for a perilous moment until Larenin managed to extract himself from where I had tackled him.


    His eyes widened as he saw the massive bolt impaling one of his attackers on the exact spot where he had stood but a few heartbeats earlier.


    I had no time to stop. If I did, I might not be able to change what I had seen in my dream.


    The empress’ body, hewn down in her apartments along with her servants and those left to guard her, were surrounded by a pile of corpses, a testament to her last stand. Barkan lay where he had fallen, his sword sheathed in the body of his final opponent.


    "The Empress! Go!"


    Larenin raced towards the building, slicing through the handful of men fighting their way through the ranks of Dascadians. I saw death in his eyes as he took his stand inside the door—death to any that would try to pass him and attack his Lord and Empress.


    Doom awaited me. I knew it was coming, but nothing I did could stop it.


    The huge, black-skinned Ethiopian sliced his way through the ranks. His spear—a huge, broad-bladed thing in the shape of a razor-edged leaf—dealt death with a casual efficiency.


    His eyes locked on me where I stood rooted to the spot.


    "Come, little man." His voice was thickly accented, but I could hear clearly over the clangor around me. "Come and meet your doom."


    A blur moved past my slow moving form: Phoris.


    Phoris sprinted past me as the image from the dream flashed across my vision. Two arrows—his last—streaked from his bow as he loosed them in quick succession.


    The black-skinned giant flicked the first aside, but the other found its mark in his thigh. He grinned as he ripped it from his leg.


    "First blood to you, little man." His gaze locked onto Phoris as his tongue flicked out to taste the blood on the head of the arrow.


    The giant looked at him as one would a gnat. The massive spear in his hand sped towards the approaching Phoris. A wall of steel melded with the oncoming blade. The head of a spear spun harmlessly away.


    This was happening exactly as it had in my dream. The moment I saw Phoris' sword slice the head from the spear, I knew what the outcome would be.


    "Phoris, run!"


    Even as I screamed at him, I knew it would be futile. He had never run from a fight. He would not start now.


    "Go, Deucalion." His voice was distant as I saw the dream again.


    I saw the realization of his own death in the eyes of my friend as he raced towards the giant, yet he held his duty foremost: protect the empress or avenge her death. Tears streaked down his face as he passed the lifeless bodies of comrades.


    His eyes were clear, confident. No tears streaked his cheeks. His comrades yet live.


    Time stopped between heartbeats. I looked at the world around me, saw men frozen in place. Pain, suffering, death, destruction was written on the faces of all.


    I knew that the dream had warned me of the death of those around me, but reality was different from the dream. I had changed the grim forecast promised with a single action. Can I prevent the death of my friend as well?


    Time sped up, and still I stood rooted in place. My muscles refused to move, refused to allow me to take a single step towards the giant.


    A casual swat of his fist nearly collapsed my chest as he threw me against the wall.


    I made no move towards the giant. Somehow I knew that my rushing to help Phoris would only spell his death.


    His pole was a blur as he fought with the amputated spear, wielding it as a quarterstaff. Phoris easily caught the blows on his blades, yet occasionally a blow would cut through the steel curtain and strike at his armor.


    Phoris may be the greatest swordsman in Atlantis, yet the whirling pole landed blows that would have crushed bone had he not been wearing armor.


    Dream meshed with reality for a jarring moment.


    I saw the giant working Phoris’ blades slowly outward in steady, determined strokes. I knew, somehow, if I didn’t act, Phoris would be dead in moments.


    I tried to move, but something bound me in place.


    The dark-skinned giant grinned wickedly. I saw the blow coming before it landed, and I couldn't do a damn thing about it.


    "No!" A roar ripped from my throat as I fought my unmoving limbs.


    In the heartbeat before the Ethiopian's pole struck the blow that would crush Phoris' throat, a giant blond figure collided with him, bearing him to the ground with a heavy crash of armor.


    "Well, well." The huge, dark-skinned man found his feet, staring at the massive pale figure in front of him. "A true warrior indeed. Come, pale one. Let us see who is the better man."


    Murgen said nothing, his hands flexing as he anticipated the rush of the giant in front of him. The two men were nearly equal in size, the dark-skinned man slightly taller than his more heavily-muscled blond foe. Murgen's wound, while not grave, would give the Ethiopian an advantage.


    It was as if two giant bulls locked horns as Murgen clashed with the Ethiopian. Arms corded with thick muscle strained, and massive feet dug into the earth as the titanic figures warred.


    The dark giant released his hold on Murgen's arm, and snaked his elbow around the man's throat. Murgen's wrench allowed him to slip from his foe's grasp, and a hard fist collided into the bare torso of the Ethiopian.


    I saw my friend stagger as he took a backhanded blow to the face, followed by a savage kick to his stomach. As he doubled over, a huge knee slammed into him, sending him sprawling backwards into the dirt.


    "Truly, my friend, you are a man worthy of an honorable death."


    The Ethiopian moved with incredible speed, locking his arm around Murgen's neck before he could regain his feet. I saw huge muscles strain as each struggled, one desperately trying to break the choking hold of the other.


    A meaty fist shot out, striking the Ethiopian's wounded leg. Bone snapped, and blood spurted from the wound as the ebony-skinned giant fell heavily. He writhed on the floor in agony, Murgen gulping in huge lungfuls of air beside him.


    Slowly, painfully, Murgen knelt over his foe. He was silent as he watched the Ethiopian choke on the blood spilling from his neck. Blood dripped from the belt dagger clutched in his huge hands.


    I felt the pressure within me lift. The feeling of dread that had sickened me this morning had gone.


    We had done the impossible. We still live.


    

  


  
    Chapter 6


    


    The battle raged, but there was no need for us to fight. The General and his men had the situation well in hand.


    Those attackers not already dead or dying were taking to their heels as fast as they could run. The few men still locked in combat found themselves facing an implacable foe: men defending their families and homes.


    It would be over in minutes.


    "Captain-General, sir. I congratulate you on your victory." The General strode towards us, the sword in his hand a bloody testament to his skill at arms.


    "Thank you, General. My apologies for commandeering your company." Phoris gripped the man's outstretched hand.


    "No need, my lord. It is only thanks to you that we still stand. Had you and the Lord Deucalion here not warned us, we would have been taken by surprise." I returned his nod. "Though how you knew of it is a mystery to me."


    "No mystery, General. My man Eirin is one of the best scouts in the Imperial Army." It was a lie, but the General seemed contented by it.


    "Very well. I am impressed by the skill of those under your command. I only wish that you could remain to train my men, but I know that your duties lie elsewhere."


    "General, your men do you credit." I could hear the sincerity in Phoris' voice. "I have commanded many companies, and few of them stood as staunchly and fought as bravely as the Dascadians. It was truly an honor to fight by their side." He clasped the General's arm once more. "Now, if you will excuse me, I must be off to see to the Empress."


    "I am here, Lord Phoris. There is no need to search for me."


    It was a welcome sight to see the empress striding toward us, Kathriss close behind her. The dream had foretold the death of both, and yet the warning had allowed me to do my small part to prevent it from coming true.


    "It does my heart good to see my Empress whole and unharmed."


    There was warmth in her smile. "It is all thanks to you, Captain-General, General." She nodded to the two men, who bowed deeply to her.


    The way the man bowed jarred something loose in my mind. I know where I have seen him. It took all of my restraint to keep my mouth shut as I stared at a man the world had thought dead. A thought crossed my mind.


    "Where is Lord Barkan?"


    Genuine concern appeared on the empress' face, and Kathriss spoke for her. "Larenin."
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    The Captain of Lord Barkan's retinue was in bad shape.


    Blood flowed from a dozen wounds, many of them grave. But the stubborn man that had journeyed with us for so many leagues now refused to die.


    Sorrow flooded me as I stared at the man laid out on the floor. He struggled to rise, but Eriesa firm hands held him down. His legs twitched weakly, blood pumping from deep cuts along his thighs.


    Murgen knelt by his side, working feverishly to staunch the bleeding. Larenin would bleed out in a matter of minutes.


    "Deucalion, get over here!" Murgen's voice was harsh, insistent. I hurried over to him, kneeling on the opposite side of the gravely wounded man.


    "Put pressure here, here, and here." His orders were terse.


    Blood had soaked through the man's clothes, more pouring onto the floor with every second. It was clear to all that he was dying, and still the big blond physician struggled to hold back death's grim face for a few moments longer.


    I held the absorbent cloths where he directed, applying pressure to the wounds to staunch the flow of blood. My efforts were in vain, but Murgen refused to give up.


    "Keep the pressure on. Eriesa, hold this." He barked orders like a drill sergeant, fully in command of the room. "Everyone else, clear out! Give me space to work."


    His commands came short and fast, and were obeyed instantly. Within seconds, the room was clear, only the empress, Phoris, and Lord Barkan remaining. Minutes ticked by in desperate silence.


    "Murgen." The soft voice of the empress broke through his curt commands. A gentle hand was placed on his shoulder. "Murgen. Enough. It is finished."


    "Don't tell me that it's finished." He spun angrily towards the empress, not caring that she was the most powerful person in the Empire. "He's not going to die, not if I have anything to say about it."


    He returned his attention to the wounded man. Larenin still breathed, but we could all hear the wet sounds coming from the lung that had been punctured by a sword.


    The blade still remained embedded in his chest. Murgen had refused to pull it out until he could devote his full attention to the wound.


    "I have to stop the rest of this bleeding before I can deal with the sword."


    Even I could see Larenin was beyond human help. The wound on his thigh leaked blood through the cloths I held, and a slice across his neck was dangerously close to the pulsing vein.


    "Murgen!" Phoris' voice cracked through the room like a whip. "Get a grip." The commanding tone of Phoris' voice arrested Murgen's attention. "It's done, Murgen. He's too far gone."


    "No, sir, I-"


    "Enough, Murgen." Phoris' voice was gentle, yet held a hint of steel. It was a command, and Murgen obeyed.


    Larenin no longer struggled to stand. His head rested on Eriesa's legs, eyes unfocused as he struggled to breathe.


    I saw a tear slip from Murgen's eyes as he slowly stood, wiping his hands on a blood-soaked cloth. It only smeared more blood on his hands, but he seemed not to notice.


    It was always hard to lose a companion, but the loss of Larenin would hit them harder than the Nightstalkers would care to admit. After weeks of traveling with the friendly, welcoming man, it was like losing a brother. Barkan wept openly for his captain, unashamed of the tears streaming down his cheeks.


    "No!" I felt the words rip from within me, with a power beyond my control. "This will not be!"


    "Deucalion!" The Empress exclaimed sharply behind me. "Control yours-"


    Time stood still.


    The world around me froze. A drop of Larenin's blood hung suspended in the air. The empress' voice was cut off. There was no sound, no sense of anything beyond the present moment.


    The door opened, and a massive figure obscured the light outside. "Young Deucalion, we meet again."


    "You!"


    The huge man striding into the room stepped carefully around the frozen figures of the empress and Lord Barkan. He towered high above even Murgen's head, his hair matted and beard wild as a tangle of thorns.


    "What are you doing here?"


    "I am here because this is where I am needed." His voice was calm.


    "Your God sent you." It wasn't a question.


    "Aye, lad."


    "How are you doing this?" The others were locked in time, yet we moved freely.


    "It is not I that is responsible for this. It is the will of the God that has stopped the turn of time's wheel."


    "Why would your God stop time?"


    "When we first spoke in the city, you asked for a sign of the power of the God. This is the sign you requested."


    "I don't understand."


    "The God has seen fit to deliver this man from death. He has sent me here to tell you this, to give you the faith to believe in him."


    "How in the hells can he do that? The man is dying!"


    "Look around you, young Deucalion." He smiled, gesturing as he spoke. "The God has stopped time's passing, so is it too difficult to believe that he can conquer death as well?"


    I had nothing to say to that.


    "Well, get on with it then. Show me the sign. Heal him." I wanted to believe, hoping against hope that I would not be disappointed.


    "It is not the God's will that I heal him. Instead, he will work through you."


    "So what, I just wave my hands and he will be healed by the power of your God?"


    "I don't know, young man. What I do know is that he will never be able to work through you if you do not quiet your mind, heart, and mouth." His smile was patient, but I heard the rebuke.


    I shut up.


    How in the hells am I supposed to heal Larenin? I had no power in me, no hidden magics. I am just a man.


    I felt fire flare in my chest. The mark of the God burned with a force hotter than anything I had ever felt.


    The pain was worse than it had been when I was branded on the mountain. I felt like I would die, wanted more than anything else in the world to be free of the pain.


    Kill me, my thoughts screamed as the agony overwhelmed me. Every fiber of my being was ablaze.


    The scream that ripped from my throat was inhuman. It filled the room with the sound of my agony, shredding my vocal chords and rendering me mute. And still I screamed.


    I saw my death. I saw the end of all things.


    And then it stopped. Pain fled, and sanity returned.


    I breathed deeply, sucking in air until I felt my lungs would burst.


    The mark on my chest felt hot to the touch. I felt the singed fibers of cloth, and was grateful I wore armor to cover it.


    "Now do you believe?"


    I had forgotten the hairy giant beside me, but his rumbling voice reminded me I was not alone in this world where time was immaterial.


    "How can I not?" It was the truth. I had asked for a sign, and a sign had been given to me.


    "Good." The smile that broke out on the hairy face made him look feral. "Then it is time for me to be off." He rose to his feet with a grunt. "I will see you soon, young Deucalion."


    With a smile and a wink, he was gone.


    Time flowed once more.


    "-elf!" The Empress' eyes held tears as she looked down at the dying man.


    Who is dying no longer!


    "Murgen, pull the sword from his chest."


    "What?" He stared at me, disbelief written in his eyes.


    "Do it." I heard the words spill from my mouth with a force of command that I didn't know I possessed.


    Within seconds, it was done. Blood spilled fresh from the wound, running down over his chest.


    Murgen gave instructions quickly. "Put pressure on it, here and here."


    "He will live." It was a statement I believed wholeheartedly. Whatever had happened, I knew in my heart the man would live.


    Murgen bent over the man, placing his ear close to his mouth.


    "His breathing is good." He continued his examination of the man. "His bleeding is slowing. As long as he fights to live, he has a chance."


    "He will live." I repeated it once more, the conviction in my voice firm.


    "Aye, Deucalion." He said it slowly, finding it hard to believe. "I think he will."
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    "How in the hells did you do that?"


    Murgen's voice was low, his eyes searching mine as we talked in a corner of the room where Larenin lay resting.


    "Do what?"


    "I don't know." His look was puzzled. "All I know is that he was knocking on death's door one minute, and alive the next. His wounds were too grave, he should by all rights be dead. And yet"—he looked at me with piercing blue eyes—"you seemed to know that he would live. How?"


    "I cannot explain it right now, Murgen. I will tell you when I can, but not now. I still need to figure it out."


    He thought about that for a moment, then nodded.


    "Fair enough. But know that I will require an explanation later."


    "As soon as I can, Murgen. You have my word."


    He accepted this, clapping me on the shoulder with a big hand. "Good. Now, I'd better find the Empress before she has my head removed."


    "I've never heard anyone speak to her like that, Murgen. You'd do well to grovel."


    "Aye, Deucalion, don't I know it!" Fatigue tinged his smile. He must be exhausted.


    I saw the empress lay her hand on his huge arm as the big man spoke to her. She smiled at him, and I could guess what she was saying. He will keep his head for now.


    The walls around me were stifling. I needed time to think.


    "Commander, you look well." The voice came from behind me as I strolled into the fresh air outside the command building. Vannen sat against the side of the building, a bandage around his head and a cloth held tightly against his side.


    "You've looked better, Vannen."


    "Took a nasty cut to the side, and the big black bastard smacked me with that spear of his."


    "Good to see you still in one piece, Vannen."


    "My thanks, Commander."


    As I walked off, a curious thought came to me.


    I didn't see Vannen throughout the entire battle. He had given Phoris the report of the men approaching and then disappeared. So where was he?


    I resolved ask Phoris about it when I had a chance.
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    "General, by your leave, I would rest here a day or two before returning to Bermuda. My men could use time to recover, and I know that my nerves would be well-served with a day of rest."


    We stood in the General's office, the empress and I.


    "My empress is welcome to stay as long as she likes. I am truly sorry her visit has been less than pleasant."


    "Under other circumstances, General, I believe I would have very much enjoyed the time spent in Dascade. It offers a simplicity that is surprisingly peaceful, in stark contrast to life in the Imperial Palace."


    "Aye, Empress. I knew a wise man that once said 'The crown lies heaviest on the head of he who wears it.' He truly was a great man, your lord father."


    "I thank you for your kind words, General. Now, if you will excuse me, I feel the need for something strong to drink."


    "Wise choice, Immortal Majesty. Nothing softens the sting of a battle more effectively than a good drink."


    I placed my hand on her arm as she turned to leave. "I will follow shortly, Empress. I wish to speak with the General here."


    She nodded at my words. Kathriss and Eriesa followed close on her heels, closing the door softly as they left.


    "General Corrion Scada! You are supposed to be dead."


    Shock was spelled plainly on the man's face, and his hand twitched towards his belt—towards his dagger.


    "How did you…?"


    "You visited the Lord Adret while I was still young and serving in the Imperial library." I kept a close eye on the hand hovering near his weapon as I spoke. "I was the lad who brought your food and drink that day."


    "And you recognize me all these years later?"


    "I have a memory for faces, though names often escape me. How is it that the scion of the house still lives when the name of Scada has been expunged from the Imperial records?"


    "You mean, how is it that I still live after I and my entire family was put to death for high?"


    I nodded.


    "A scheme cooked up by your Lord Adret."


    Adret's hand again? "Explain."


    "He dreamed of a place where the brightest minds of the Empire could create in peace, to advance Atlantis far beyond the world around us, to provide us with technology found nowhere else."


    I nodded my understanding. "The Hole."


    "Aye. But for it to exist, it had to be a secret. It had to be protected from the outside world."


    "And a traitor is the man for the job?" I meant no offense, and he took none.


    "Alas, the House of Scada paid dearly for the honor of protecting the Lord Adret's dreams. The Chancellor falsified the charges of treason, making the Emperor believe we had plotted to overthrow him. He ordered us destroyed entirely, the reward of a traitor's House."


    "Yet here you stand."


    "Aye, here I stand. In my place and in the place of my family were killed criminals from the Imperial dungeons. Their bodies were hung at the city gates, burned beyond recognition. The name of Scada was ordered removed from the Imperial records, as if it never existed."


    "Thus, with your death, you were free to assume control of the Hole." A brilliant man, my predecessor.


    "The name of Corrion Scada was known to few. My secret was shared with my most trusted men, all of whom followed me here. We built Dascade, and here we have lived for nearly two decades—guarding the Lord Adret's greatest secret."


    "Dascade. In the Tongue of Ancients, it means the Place of Secrets, does it not?"


    He seemed surprised by this.


    "You are well-read, my lord."


    "I am the Imperial Historian as well as the Chancellor, General."


    "Which leads us to a…difficult situation, my lord Chancellor."


    "The question of your identity."


    "Aye."


    I studied him for a long moment as his piercing eyes measured me.


    I made my decision. "The man named Corrion Scada died long ago, a traitor to the realm. As far as I can tell, the General of Dascade is a loyal subject of the Empress, and now serves her Chancellor as he served the Chancellor to the Emperor her father."


    He nodded, content with this answer.


    "So be it." He extended his hand to me. "Safe travels, Lord Deucalion."


    "My thanks, General."


    


    [image: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Page-break-1]


    


    "Gods, it feels good to take this blasted thing off."


    I groaned with pleasure as the armor clanked onto my bed. It was dust- and blood-stained, but I cared little. I wanted it off, so off it would stay.


    "Spoiled city man." I heard mockery in Phoris' voice. "Wait until you have to live in that armor, and then complain to me."


    "We're not all built to be great warriors capable of heroic feats. Some of us enjoy our comforts more than others."


    "Judging by that paunch I see forming, you enjoy them a bit too much."


    The worried glances I cast at my midsection set him laughing.


    My back was turned to Phoris, a fact I was thankful for as I stared at the tunic I wore beneath my armor. The fabric had been singed in the shape of the mark on my chest. The armor too had been burned, the metal scorched from the power that had surged through me.


    I quickly turned the armor over to hide the scorch marks, and removed the ruined tunic.


    "I'm off to find some wine and all the ham I can eat." Phoris still wore his armor, but he had cleaned off most of the blood. "You coming?"


    "I'll follow shortly. Just need to change into a clean tunic."


    "Find me when you're done, then."


    "Aye."


    I heard the door close behind me as I searched through my pack for fresh clothes. The weeks on the road hadn't done my clothing much good, and most of what I owned was dirty, stained, or dusty.


    Sighing, I pulled the least worn tunic over my head.


    A sound of whirring and clanking startled me. I glanced around in surprise, searching for the noise until I realized it came from outside. I rushed towards the small window in my room.


    My eyes fell on the strangest sight I had ever beheld. Something sliced through the air, coming directly towards the building in which I stood. It sped towards us, growing larger with each passing second. It resembled a huge bird of prey, cutting through the air with the grace of a hawk.


    Before a full minute had passed, the huge vehicle had landed with an earth-shaking "thump" onto the hard earth in front of the General's building. A man leapt from within, and raced towards the front of the building.


    I couldn't pry my eyes from the machine in the courtyard. It was easily a dozen paces wide, and half a dozen paces long. The frame was made from some metal I could not identify, durable fabric stretched across it.


    The whirring sound came from the loud, smoking object on the front of the machine, and the clanking emanated from the mechanism controlling the thing's wings.


    It could only be the fliers the Empress had mentioned.


    Lord Adret had loved to tell me the tale of the fliers, a creation of his own hands. They allowed man to travel long distances at speeds far faster than any horse could run.


    That speed was to be its undoing. In his madness, the Emperor Tathiros had called them an "abomination to the gods". He had ordered them all destroyed, much to the sorrow of my predecessor.


    Apparently not all of them had been destroyed—a secret the Empress had guarded zealously, even from me.


    The words "in case of an emergency" flashed through my head as I heard the knock on my door.


    I opened it to find the empress standing there, her face pale and eyes unseeing.


    "What is it, Empress?"


    She half-stumbled as she stepped into the room. I caught her and helped her to sit on the bed. One delicate hand rested on the armor lying on my bed, and the other gripped a piece of parchment so tightly she had crumpled it.


    "I believe you had better put the armor back on, Deucalion." Her voice was distant, numb. "We're needed in the capital immediately."


    "Aye, Empress." I hurried to don the armor as she had commanded. "What has happened?"


    "General Berga is dead."


    "What?"


    He had been dispatched by the empress to take command of the Imperial troops along the border between Atlantis and the lands of the Mexica and Tepaneca savages.


    "The city of Cavallian has been overrun by the Mexica, and the Tepaneca hold Alburos."


    The news shocked me. "What? How?"


    I felt my stomach sink at her next words.


    "Atlantis has been invaded, Deucalion."
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    "We must push onward, my lady."


    She could hear the exhaustion in his voice, but she knew the Captain would continue plodding forward until he dropped if it meant he could deliver his charge safely.


    "Captain, you haven't eaten in two days. It has been hours since we last rested. Our waterskins are empty, and there is no fresh water in sight."


    Weariness showed around the corners of his eyes—the way they drooped shut if he didn't fight to keep them open.


    "My lady Phorenice, we must continue until the sun has set if we are to put these savage lands behind us once and for all. Carnalia lies but a league or two distant…"


    His eyes lost focus as fatigue overwhelmed him.


    "Captain!"


    Recovering, he looked warily into the distance as he forced his eyes to focus once again.


    "My lady, I promise that we will stop as soon as it is safe to do so."


    "And I promise you, Captain, if we don't stop now, we will fall one by one. Look at those around you."


    Traga sat nursing a broken arm. The giant Murgen slowly stooped to set down the unconscious woman he carried in his arms.


    Every man in the company was walking wounded, every woman dead on their feet. They were nowhere near as hardy as the men that had rescued them, and yet still they walked onwards—a testament to their will to escape, to survive.


    "My lady-"


    "Captain!"


    The steel in her voice was unmistakable—mimicking perfectly the commanding tones of both her brother and the empress. It cracked like a whip, no argument from his mouth would sway her.


    Not surprisingly, he nodded. "Yes, my lady."


    Turning, he beckoned for the one called Malek to run ahead of the group—no doubt to scout for a place to rest. To see the man slowly limp ahead was pitiable, but he was the one who would lead them to safety this night.


    "Thank you, Captain."


    A sad smile played on the corner of his mouth. "You truly are his sister."


    The remaining women gasped in relief as they sank to the floor. Their numbers had dwindled since escaping the Mexica city. One had been lost to the wilds of the inhospitable lands, another to the savage thrust of a crude spear.


    Of the handful of men the captain had brought to rescue the women, too few remained. Phorenice had no tears, but she would have wept them for the five brave men that had died in the rescue.


    At the rate we're going, we will join the others before long…


    


    [image: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Page-break-1]


    


    "Captain, Lieutenant." Malek's voice seemed to come from leagues away.


    The captain struggled to open his weary eyes. I'm too tired to get up.


    His lieutenant placed gentle a hand on his shoulders. "Rest. I'll talk to Malek."


    Darkness was a welcome relief to the captain. Nowhere near enough time passed before he felt himself being gently shaken.


    "Captain." He could see the relief in Derchon's face, as well as the worry for the wellbeing of his captain. "Malek's found something. Just over the next rise, sir."


    "Is it safe?"


    "As safe as anything can be in this Gods-forsaken land."


    "The others?"


    "Ready to move out, sir. Just waiting on your orders."


    An exhausted hand reached out, and was clasped as the Lieutenant helped his commander steady shaking legs.


    "Just a ways more to go, sir, and we'll finally rest."


    Atlantis lay so close, and yet, for him and his men, so far off…
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    "Malek, if I didn't fancy the ladies as much as I do, I'd come over there and kiss you, you ugly bastard!"


    Murgen's face beamed as he turned the spit. The smell of roasting meat was heavenly after weeks of trail rations, and Phorenice anxiously waited for the big man to finish seasoning and cooking it so she could sink her teeth into the first real meal she'd had in what seemed like forever.


    "Keep your pox-ridden lips away from me, you giant oaf. Unless you'd like to plant a kiss on my freckled behind."


    She had not seen the men so relaxed during their seemingly endless days of travel. Always they had cast wary glances behind them as they ran, careful to hide their trail and stay out of sight while the sun was high.


    But now, with the border of Atlantis just a few steps in front of them and a real meal roasting over a hot fire, their spirits were lifted. She could feel hers lifting as well.


    "Well, Captain, it looks like things might be taking a turn for the better."


    The captain sitting beside her smiled. "Aye, my lady. It is the luck of the gods that Malek found this cave when he did."


    Warm, cozy, and home to the creature that was to be their meal, the little cave was the perfect place to spend the night. They had even found a trickle of water.


    "So now what, Captain? Do you bring me to my home in Ducasia?"


    "No, my lady. The Captain-General, your brother Phoris, has requested that you come to the capital. It is the only place where he can be sure you will be safe, my lady."


    "I know, Captain. You and your men have done a truly marvelous job of protecting us during the trip. You know you are not to blame for poor Thria."


    "Aye, my lady, but we were given our orders to bring you all back alive and well."


    "Given the task, Captain, you have done wonders. You all truly are the pride of the Empire."


    He beamed at this—the first real smile she had seen on his face since this hellish nightmare had begun. "My lady is too kind."


    She stared into the fire for long minutes, enjoying the feeling of being able to sit—no longer fleeing for her life like she had been for…how long had it been?


    


    [image: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Page-break-1]


    


    How long has it been since we had left the capital on the Commander's orders? He hadn't the heart to tell the lady her brother would not be in the city to greet them when they arrived.


    The captain had lost count of the number of days that they had spent running from the pursuing savages. He knew it had taken them a little over a week to reach the city where the lady Phorenice was being held captive.


    He tried to count the days, but gave it up. All he knew was that Atlantis—home—was just a short distance away.


    "Come morning, my lady, we will need to move quickly once more."


    "Surely we must be safe now that we are within sight of the border."


    "Once, not too long ago, I would have said the same. However, the invasion of the savages has left the border unguarded in many places. The Imperial Army struggles to retake the cities lost when the General fell, all of their forces concentrated on the main force of invaders."


    "So the border will be left undefended? Still, will we not be safe once we are on Atlantean soil once more?"


    "I cannot say for certain, my lady. Something tells me we may be in danger until we are once again in the capital."


    "I hope for all of our sakes that you are wrong, Captain."


    His nod was solemn. "As do I, Lady Phorenice, as do I."
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    "Gods, it feels good to be on Atlantean soil once again, does it not, Traga?"


    "It feels exactly the same as it did before we crossed the border, Murgen. Tired feet, dusty paths, rocks sliding out from underfoot."


    "You could at least try to take a bit of pleasure in returning home once more, you grumpy bastard."


    They all felt the loss of their comrades keenly, but none more so than Traga. Murgen knew the little man still reeled from the loss of Eirin and Carrt—two of those he had counted among his closest friends. Out of respect, he held his peace.


    Silence fell over the band of men and women as they trudged.


    Malek sprinted towards them, bow and arrows bouncing on his back with every step. "Riders!"


    The captain stepped out from the shadow of the big blond man.


    "How many, Malek?"


    "Fewer than two dozen, I'd say."


    "Colors?"


    "None. Simple brown, carrying the flag of the Empress."


    Sellswords. Every man with a sword for hire had signed up with the Imperial Army when the savages had invaded. Many of them were little more than arrow-fodder.


    "Better be careful with these mercenaries, lads. Never know who they are, never know what they're going to do." The captain turned to the archer. "How far?"


    "We've got a handful of minutes, no more."


    "Good. That will be enough. Take the women up to the ridge with you, and find them some cover. Anything feels off, you let loose a holy hailstorm of arrows."


    "Like the Blind Archer himself, Captain." Malek nodded.


    "Captain." Lady Phorenice stepped forward. "Give me a weapon, and I'll stand with you."


    "No, my lady. We don't know what these men want, and we don't want you to get caught in the middle should anything happen."


    "At least let me take a bow, sir. Traga's not going to need it any time soon."


    She spoke the truth. With his broken arm, he wouldn't be drawing the bow for many months to come.


    "Fine. But do not loose unless you see Malek do so. And, for the love of the gods, stay out of sight. All of you." His gesture encompassed all of the women. "Go."


    Murgen watched them stumble towards the nearby ridge. They move well, despite their exhaustion.


    "Bravest lot of women I've ever laid eyes on." His voice was a deep rumble, loud enough for the men standing around him to hear.


    "Truer words have never been spoken." Worry filled the captain's eyes until he saw the small band of women disappear into the bushes.


    Not a moment too soon, Murgen thought as he heard the sound of horses' hooves pounding towards them from around the bend in the road.


    "Weapons free, lads. Best be prepared for anything."


    It felt good to heft his axe once more. Murgen was tired of running, never his strong suit. He much preferred to swing the massive blade and feel the power of his gods rushing through his muscles.


    Every day was a good day to kill—or to die.
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    "Captain Gracus, you said your name was?"


    The man at the head of the column of riders was paunchy, yet he sat his saddle well. The sword by his side had seen better days, the grip worn with years of use.


    "Aye, of the Brotherhood of Midas."


    "I've never heard of you. Whereabouts are you from?"


    "Here and there, mostly. We've seen service with the Lord Caraca up in the far north, fighting off the big bastards like that one." He jutted his chin at Murgen. "Most recently, we joined up with the Imperial Army. We travel to Alburos to meet up with our lord."


    "And which Lord is that?"


    "Before I answer your question, sirrah, might I ask who you are? I've never seen you before, and you look a mighty ragged bunch."


    "Who we are is none of your concern, Captain. We are headed towards the capital, and we'd be glad to buy a few of your horses." The rider at the rear of the column held the reins of a few pack animals. They weren't war horses, but they would suffice.


    "Walking is mighty tiring on the feet, I have heard." The slick smile that spread across his greasy face was discomforting somehow. "Aye, I think we can be convinced to part with a few of the spare horses. For the right price, of course."


    "My thanks, Captain Gracus."


    "Just have your man there come over, and we'll hand the beasts to him. He'll need to leave his weapons, of course."


    Not the most unusual request, but something about it didn't sit right with the captain.


    "We'll stay where we are, if it's all the same to you. If you could bring the horses forward, I'd be happy to give you Imperial gold in fair trade."


    "Aye." He made no move, but just sat and stared at the captain.


    Something is wrong.


    


    [image: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Page-break-1]


    


    The bow in her hands was well-crafted and had been tended to with a loving hand. The pull was a bit heavy for her, but Phorenice knew she could loose a few arrows before her arms tired.


    "Here's hoping you don't have to use the thing, my lady."


    Malek's voice came from nearby, where he crouched down beneath the lip of the ridge. He peered over the top every few seconds, keeping an eye on the proceedings below.


    "What do you think they're saying?" She burned with curiosity, a sense of foreboding filling her.


    "No idea, my lady. All I know is that something doesn’t sit right with me."


    "What do you mean?"


    She peered over the lip of the ridge as well, studying the group of riders below.


    They carried little by way of gear, save for the armor on their backs and the weapons on their saddles. Day packs were tied to their horses, but they carried no extra supplies.


    "They can't be traveling far, not without more supplies." Malek's voice confirmed her suspicions. "They look to be simple mercenaries, yet something is off."


    An arrow already sat nocked and ready to loose, but still the bowman crouched low, his eyes riveted on the group below.


    "Shit!" With one smooth motion, he stood and released.
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    A loud "thunk" sounded from the rear of the column, accompanied by a scream of mingled surprise and pain. Instantly, the Nightstalkers were ready for anything, weapons at the ready.


    A "twang" sounded, and the bolt of a crossbow flew over their heads—missing Murgen by mere inches.


    "Archers." The captain dropped behind his shield at the sound of the crossbow being discharged.


    He had seen Malek stand and release, and it must have been his arrow that took the man in the eye. He must have seen…


    Two more bolts embedded themselves into his shield, another pinging off the massive steel head of Murgen's axe.


    He waited a fraction of a second, straining his ears to hear another bolt flying through the air towards them. All he heard was the thunder of hooves racing towards them.


    He had heard this war cry before. "For the king!"
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    Even from where she crouched, Phorenice could hear the riders and their cry of "For the king!" She knew the men below were in danger.


    Smoothly she stood, pulled back, and sighted the arrow gripped between her fingers. The bow pulled her shoulder muscles tight, but she could hold it long enough to aim. With a gentle exhalation, she released the string as smoothly as she could.


    Her wrist stung as the string snapped back, but the arrow flew true. It struck a rider at the back of the column. He fell to the ground clutching at the shaft embedded deep in his ribs—he would be lucky to live much longer.


    "Good shot, my lady, but get the fuck down!"


    Malek's warning came a heartbeat too late.
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    "You and your king can go to hell!"


    The captain was angry. Thankfully, there was someone nearby on whom he could take out that anger—a foolish, paunchy mercenary captain riding straight towards him, sword held high.


    Few men in the Nightstalkers wished to face the captain on the sparring field. Not even Phoris had been foolish enough to think he could easily defeat his second-in-command, especially not when the man held his spear. The spear he now wielded with deadly efficiency.


    The horse will be valuable. The thought ran through the captain's mind as the mercenary raced towards him. Spare the beast, kill the rider.


    He stepped from the path of the onrushing beast, and the thick blade of the spear thrust upwards towards the paunchy captain. Leather armor, skin, fat, and intestines parted beneath the heavy spear head, the fat man's sword swinging high above his head.


    It took little effort to wrench the razor-sharp spear from the guts of the dying man. The captain flicked the gore from the spear's blade as he turned to face the next opponent.


    This one was smarter. Instead of charging, he dismounted and stalked towards the Captain. The sword he held in his hand was simple and plain, but he gripped it with familiar ease. A shield sat comfortably on his right arm.


    The captain's movements were almost disdainful as he strode toward the man. A flick of his spear blade impaled the man's foot, throwing him off balance. The captain's shield deflected the weak sword stroke, and the spear spun in a sharp arc around his head. His opponent's head rolled behind him as he moved past the slumping body. The heavy blade at the end of the spear had passed through bone and gristle with ease.


    In stark comparison to the waves of savages that had pursued them mercilessly, the score of men they now faced were a welcome relief. The Nightstalkers tore through them with casual ease, fighting as a cohesive unit comprised of individuals incredibly adept at dealing death.


    "We take one alive."


    The way he moved, it was obvious the captain expected one of the others to heed his instructions. He himself was intent only on dealing quick, bloody death.
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    "So, friend." The grin on Traga's face would have been horrific under normal circumstances. Now, however, the little man's face was so streaked with blood, grime, and dust that it looked truly demonic. The mercenary struggling to stop his intestines from falling out was visibly terrified as he stared up at the rat-faced Nightstalker hovering over him. "I believe it's time for you to talk."


    "Of course, I'll say anything. Just, please, please, don't let me die."


    Traga motioned to the big man beside him.


    "My friend here is a physician. He has bandages and everything needed to treat that wound. Tell me what you know, and I'll let him attend to you."


    "Thank you. Thank you!" Staring painful death in the face would make most men compliant.


    "Who sent you?"


    "I don't know. I don't-"


    His words were cut off by a scream as Traga sliced a deep gash into his face.


    "Let's try that again. Next time, I'll cut off something else." The wickedly sharp blade dropped between the man's legs. "Who sent you?"


    "I don't know! But, wait!" His face filled with horror as he felt the pressure against his manhood. "Wait! I can't tell you his name, but I know what he looked like."


    "That's a start."


    "He was tall, not as tall as the big blond one, but taller than him." He pointed towards the Lieutenant. "His hair was brown, and he walked with a limp. Carried a sword under his cloak. He tried to hide it, but I saw the weapon. Looked like that one."


    His finger pointed towards the sword sitting on Murgen's hip—the sword issued to every Nightstalker.


    "You're certain it was this sword?"


    "Aye, I'm certain." The man paused for a moment to catch another coil of intestine spilling from his stomach. "Had the same Imperial markings."


    "Anything else about the man you can remember? Any tattoos, scars, markings?"


    "No, nothing I saw." He coughed up blood, wiping his mouth feebly with his hand. "Wait. I remember I saw a ring on his hand."


    "A ring?" The captain spoke up.


    "Aye, a silver band. Simple, plain thing, but it had something engraved into it. Some kind of bird. Not a hawk, but bigger. Seen them up north in the lands of Frissia. Called them aygles, I think."


    "An eagle?" Murgen piped up?


    "That's the one." More blood came up with the fresh fit of coughing. The man was weakening. The grim look in Murgen's eyes showed he was beyond help. Wounds to the stomach usually killed slowly, but the man had been opened up by the broad head of Murgen's axe.


    "You're certain that the man who hired you wore this ring with the eagle on it?" The Captain had to find out the truth from the man while he still lived.


    "Aye, and don't forget the limp. I've got a good eye for detail, I have." The bloody smile was pitiful.


    "One last question, friend. Who is 'the king'?"


    "You mean you don't know? Where have you been? He's declared himself king and even now marches toward the gates of the capital."


    "What?"


    "I reckon you'll find…out…soon…enough…" The man's voice faded as he weakened.


    "Tell me, who is the king?"


    The smile on the man's face was no less pitiful, but the staring eyes no longer felt pain from the gaping wound.


    "Damn it!" The captain kicked a nearby corpse in rage.


    The lieutenant spoke up now. "Captain, if what he said is true, we need to get back as fast as we can."


    "Aye, Derchon, I know it. It's a good thing we have these horses. We'll move much faster."


    The captain turned to the blond man wiping his axe on the garments of a dead rider.


    "Murgen, go fetch Malek and the women, and we'll move out."
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    "Captain." Malek's voice was solemn as he strode up. "I-I…"


    The captain stared with disbelief at the limp, unmoving form cradled in the arms of the giant.


    "No!" We have failed.

  


  
    Part 4: The End of Days


    


    Atateide, Capital of Atlantis


    The 9th Year of the Reign of Her Immortal Majesty Empress Tatho of the House of Tah
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    Chapter 1


    


    A good run was exactly what I needed, but the armor didn't help. Not only was it gods-damned heavy, but it clattered like a tin pot rolling down a staircase.


    I felt the wind in my face as I ran. It reminded me of the exhilarating ride I had taken in the flier just a few short weeks ago. It was one of the most terrifying moments of my life, and one I would never forget. A journey that would require nearly a fortnight of hard riding had been completed in the span of two days.


    The city had been in an uproar when we arrived. The empress had immediately assumed control, and I had been forced to sit with her in council meeting after council meeting as we prepared for war.


    The situation had been grave. The death of General Berga had demoralized the army, which had been overwhelmed by tens of thousands of savage Mexica and Tepaneca. Within hours of the attack, the two cities had fallen, and remained firmly in enemy hands.


    Now, Phoris and a handful of Nightstalkers had been dispatched to front lines, where the captain-general had taken command of the Imperial Army. He had the situation in hand, but it would take all of his strategic brilliance to wrest the occupied cities away from the savages.


    We had been back in the city for just a few weeks, but already the familiar burdens of being Chancellor had gotten under my skin. The only thing keeping me sane at this point was the daily pre-dawn training sessions I forced myself to attend. The bruises I earned sparring with Vannen and Murgen kept me from falling asleep in court.


    Long hours spent sitting in the council chambers had left me stiff, and my entire body soon complained as I trotted through the city. I had run less than halfway, but already I was exhausted.


    "Keep it up, Deucalion, or you'll have to run The Boneyard when we reach the yard."


    The rumbling voice of the giant Murgen behind me spurred me to run faster. The Boneyard was a punishing maze of obstacles, run in full armor.


    Definitely the last thing I want before another long day in court.


    "Gods…damn…you…" It was hard to curse between gasping breaths—precisely his goal. I could picture his massive face split by a huge, mocking grin as he ran behind me.


    I'll finish this run, or die trying.
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    I didn't quite die trying, but it came close.


    "Get up, Deucalion. If you stay on the floor, you're going to ache like a Carnalian nightmistress."


    The rude gesture I flipped at Murgen would get the point across in any language.


    "Fine, but don't say I didn't warn you." He looked down at me, merciless mockery on his face. "Just be sure to wash off in the baths before you head off to the Palace. Can't have the lord Chancellor stinking like a fishwife."


    The baths were the one thing I looked forward to from the training sessions. The hot springs felt amazing after hours of hard work, and I breathed deeply as I slipped into the huge tubs.


    My tired muscles relaxed, and a moan of exhausted pleasure escaped my lips. Closing my eyes, I basked in the hot water for long minutes.


    "Deucalion." Vannen's voice came from miles away. "Get up, Deucalion!"


    The man stood next to me, worry on his face.


    "What?"


    "You were falling asleep in the baths."


    "What?" I looked out the windows to see the sun rising high in the sky. My curses were creative as I leapt dripping from the tub. "The last thing I need is to arrive late today."


    I had walked into the council room late yesterday, and the blistering reproach I had received from the empress had left my ears ringing.


    "This invasion certainly isn't improving her temperament," I complained as I threw on my clothes in a hurry.


    "Better get dressed and to the Palace. Captain says I'm to accompany you."


    "Good." With Derchon joining Phoris on the front lines, I was in need of a new bodyguard. "We'll be ready in a few minutes."


    Getting out of those hot baths was one of the hardest things I have ever had to do…
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    "Well, look who has decided to grace us with his presence." The empress' voice held a sharp note of impatience.


    I resisted the urge to make an excuse, but I knew my words would be poorly-received given her present mood. I was hours late, and had to accept my chastisement.


    It is going to be a long day indeed. "My apologies, Empress."


    "No matter, Chancellor. Sit." She was brusque this morning, dismissing me and turning to the others in the room. "We were just composing a message to send to Lord Rasgar of Bermuda."


    With the invasion occupying all of the empress' attention, it seemed the matter had been forgotten until now.


    "I see."


    "Continue, Advisor."


    The voice of Advisor Ectallus spoke up as the Empress turned to face him.


    " 'The Empress will make financial restitutions for the damage caused to the land, but by imperial decree, the fort is to remain unbothered.' Any other message the Empress might wish to add?"


    "That will suffice, Advisor." The old man handed her the parchment for her imperial seal. "Have it delivered to Bermuda immediately."


    "Of course, Empress." The servant carrying the message scurried from the room.


    "Now, I would hear the report from the Captain-General."


    "Of course, Empress."


    He probed within his clothes for a moment, and pulled out a small piece of parchment. Clearing his throat, he read its contents.


    "Alburos recaptured, few losses. Cavallian to fall within the week, resistance heavy. Expect heavy casualties. Send report on arrival of Imperial Army."


    The empress actually smiled for the first time in weeks upon hearing this news.


    "It is good to hear the Captain-General has things well in hand."


    The craggy face of the advisor showed relief at seeing the shift in the empress' mood, which had been decidedly foul since our return to the city.


    "Yes, my Empress. He has high hopes that the savages will be routed, and the impending arrival of the Imperial Army will bolster his force sufficiently to push these invaders out of Atlantis once and for all."


    "Good. Is there any other urgent business to be discussed?"


    "None, Empress."


    "Then I declare the council adjourned. I have matters to attend to. Chancellor." Her voice stopped me where I stood—halfway to the door that led to my freedom. "Stay and attend me."


    So much for freedom. "As my Empress commands."


    Long minutes passed in silence as the other members of the council left the room. Finally, we were alone.


    "Deucalion, I would make apologies for my words of yesterday. After weeks away from the capital, being back has me feeling out of sorts. The incursion by these savages has not improved my temperament. For this, I ask your forgiveness."


    This was a surprise. The empress rarely apologized to anyone, much less me.


    "Think nothing of it, Empress. I understand that current events have unsettled us all. I too find myself struggling to reacquaint myself with the goings-on in the city."


    "Indeed, which is why I believe that you are the perfect candidate to carry out a task I have for you."


    "Whatever the Empress commands."


    She smiled at me, real warmth in this one.


    "The Imperial Army rode out of the city two days ago, Lord Barkan at their head. Riding hard, they will reach the front line by week's end. I would have you travel to the front line and deliver this message to the Captain-General, along with my orders."


    "Orders, Empress?"


    "To hold off on the invasion of Cavallian until the Imperial Army can join them. We can ill-afford heavy casualties, but the arrival of the Imperial Army will ensure the rapid recapture of the city. I have sent along certain…insurances to aid in the recapturing of the city."


    "Insurances, Empress?"


    "Yes." She said no more. It must be a well-guarded secret if she refuses to share it with me. "You leave at nightfall."


    "Empress, you know I have no love for horses, much less weeks of hard riding. Surely-"


    I could have sworn that I heard Kathriss' derisive snort from beneath her helmet. The empress smiled sweetly at me.


    "I have no intention of forcing you to sit a horse, Chancellor. Your Empress is not that heartless. No, I have another plan for you entirely…"
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    "Are you certain this is safe?"


    It was the closest I had ever seen Murgen come to pure panic. He stared at the vehicle in front of him—the same one that had conveyed the empress and myself back to the capital a few weeks earlier.


    "Of course it is, you big buffoon."


    We had ridden hard for half an hour, following the instructions of the empress to reach the secret location where the fliers were stored. Now we stood, examining the marvelous device that would bring us to the front lines to deliver the empress' message.


    "And you're certain it's not going to kill us all?" Vannen looked equally hesitant to step into the flier.


    "Aye, though best if you don't move around too much while we're airborne." Murgen turned green around the gills at this. "I jest, Murgen. You will be as safe as you would on the back of a horse. But it goes much, much faster!"


    Despite their trepidation, I knew they would love it as much as I did once we took off.


    "Climb in, lads, and get ready for the journey of a lifetime!"


    I could hear Murgen cursing up a very quiet, very terrified storm as the flier launched from its perch.


    Vannen held on to his seat for dear life, but the look on his face transformed from terror to rapture as the flier sliced through the air. By the time the city had disappeared behind us, he was laughing alongside me as the wind ruffled his hair.


    "This is marvelous!"
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    I discovered that not everyone enjoyed hurtling through the air at high speeds as much as I did. At least the large, blond man vomiting into the bushes didn't.


    "That was truly breathtaking!" Vannen's voice was filled with awe.


    "And you're certain we have to go in that…that…thing on the way back to the capital?" At the moment, the giant Murgen looked nothing like the mighty warrior he was. He cast nervous glances at the flier hidden in the bushes a short distance away.


    "Aye, Murgen." It was difficult not to mock him, but I managed somehow.


    We had hurtled through the air for almost an entire day. The sun was setting over the horizon as we turned out feet towards the camp on the other side of the hill.


    "Gods be damned. I think I'd rather storm Cavallian on my own than fly in that thing again." The big man had turned an unusual shade of green.


    "You may yet get a chance, you oaf." Vannen couldn't resist mocking.


    My words cut off Murgen's retort. "Enough, you two. We still have a ways to go before we can take our ease."


    The man in control of the flier—Pylot, he had called himself—had brought it down out of sight of the army. The fliers were still a closely-guarded secret, so he had been ordered to avoid any chance of discovery.


    This, of course, meant we were forced to walk the rest of the way. Phoris' camp was less than a league distant, but after sitting in the flier for so many hours my legs, back, and shoulders complained at the walk.


    It was with great relief that we finally reached the outer edges of the military camp. The Imperial seal I carried allowed us easy entry past the sentries on guard. Within minutes, we were ushered into the tent of the Captain-General.


    "Captain-General, an imperial envoy." The guard snapped a crisp military salute before retreating from the tent.


    "By the gods, Phoris, have you slept at all?"


    I had never seen my friend so exhausted. His face was drawn, his eyes sunken and bloodshot. The smile breaking out on his face at seeing me could only be the result of many sleepless nights.


    "Here and there, Deucalion." He embraced me like a brother, greeting Murgen and Vannen with a clasp of vambraced forearms. "Running an army doesn't leave much time for sleep."


    "I can see that. Well, gods willing, all of this will be over soon."


    "You come from the Empress?" His eyes lit up.


    "Aye, and I bear her orders."


    "Tell me." He fiddled with the maps on the small command table.


    "The Empress commands you to wait a few days before attacking the city. The Imperial Army rides, Lord Barkan at its head. They should arrive by week's end, and you'll have the reinforcements needed to capture the city easily."


    He looked relieved at this news, sitting heavily on a small chest.


    "You have no idea how good it is to hear that. We are running low on supplies, and the army was ill-prepared for an extended siege."


    "Aye. The Empress also mentioned an 'insurance' that will help you in capturing the city."


    "Interesting. I wonder what it could be."


    "It arrives in the company of Lord Barkan, so we will find out in a few days."


    "We?" His glance held curiosity. "I never pictured you as one for military life."


    "I have no orders to return to the city immediately, so I would be glad to stay for a day or two."


    Phoris looked worried at this, casting nervous glances in every direction. I knew him well enough to know that something was wrong.


    "What is it, Phoris?"


    "I'm not certain it would be best for you to stay here, Deucalion. Things have been a bit…dangerous of late."


    "What do you mean?"


    "He means that he's been nearly killed half a dozen times." Derchon entered the tent, a tray of food and drink balanced in his hands.


    "What?"


    "It's nothing." Phoris spoke a little too quickly. "Derchon thinks that there are assassins stalking the camp."


    "Assassins? Among the Imperial Army?"


    "No attempts have been made on my life directly, but Derchon swears that he saw someone trying to slip into my tent as I slept the other night."


    "I did see it, Captain-General." There was no doubt in his voice.


    Phoris held up a hand to placate the man. "I trust you, Derchon. Which is why I am telling Deucalion that it may not be safe to stay. If someone is trying to kill me, imagine how much more they would want to kill the Chancellor."


    I couldn't argue with his logic, as much as I wanted to.


    "But first, Deucalion, I must share a drink with you before you return to the capital."


    "I have enough for you, Captain-General, but not for the others." Derchon looked apologetic.


    The rumbling voice of the blond giant spoke up. "I will fetch some more, Commander. I saw a few casks of ale that will serve to wash the dust from our throats."


    "I'll go too-" Vannen stood up, accidentally knocking into the small table upon which sat the tray bearing Phoris' food.


    "Apologies, sir." He had managed to catch the cup before its contents spilled, and now fumbled to straighten it. With an apologetic grin, he rushed from the tent to chase after his retreating companion.


    "Wait up, Murgen. I swear I smelled something roasting just a few tents over…"


    Vannen's voice faded as he followed Murgen's lumbering figure.


    I motioned for him to drink. "You look like you need it."


    "Are you certain?"


    "Aye. We'll join you once the others return with the ale."


    "Very well, Deucalion. If you insist." He drained the wine in a single gulp.


    "And make sure to finish off that food as well, sir." The lieutenant handed the plate to him. A lump of still-steaming meat sat next to freshly baked army bread.


    "Derchon, you sound like a mothering old hen."


    "Someone has to look out for you, sir. You do such a poor job of it these days."


    "Oh, enough, Derchon. Any more fretting, and you're liable to go bald."


    Phoris smiled as he wolfed down the food. He must not have eaten in days. Washed it down with a drink of the wine, he sighed contentedly as Derchon strode from the tent to stand outside.


    For a long moment, he looked like my old friend. A tired version, but the old Phoris nonetheless.


    Then his face turned sober, and he cast his eyes in all directions before leaning forward to talk to me in a low, urgent voice. "I have a favor to ask you, Deucalion."


    "Anything."


    He hesitated for a long moment, summoning up the courage to ask. Whatever it is, it must be important.


    "Would you consider bringing my sister to live in the capital…and…marrying her?"


    My jaw must have hit the floor at that. It was the last thing I would have expected him to ask.


    "What?"


    "I cannot explain how, Deucalion, but I know I will never see my sister's face again."


    "Phoris, you-"


    "The same way I knew that we were in danger in Dascade, how I knew the Empress was in danger that night on the road…I know that something will happen to me soon. I cannot leave this world knowing she is unprotected, so I would ask it of you, my oldest and dearest friend."


    "Phoris, I…" What can I say? "I…"


    "Say you'll at least bring her to the capital, Deucalion."


    I was about to answer when my friend's eyes went wide. His hands pressed to his chest, and I saw them tremble.


    "Phoris? Are you alright?"


    "I-I…"


    He slumped to the floor, his eyes rolling back in his head as his muscles turn to water. I saw his arms shake violently, his body wracked with convulsions.


    "Phoris!" I rushed to his side, catching him before he hit the ground. "Derchon! Help me."


    The lieutenant hurried into the tent, taking stock of the situation in a heartbeat. "Get him onto the bed, now!"


    We struggled to lift Phoris onto the bed—no easy task considering his size and the heavy armor he wore.


    "What is wrong with him?" I heard my voice shouting through the pounding in my ears.


    "I don't know. What happened?"


    "We were talking, and he just slumped over."


    "It could be exhaustion, but…" Derchon's words were cut off as foam began to bubble from Phoris' mouth. "Poison!" His eyes went wide. "How…?"


    "No time! Get Murgen, now." He tore from the tent, calling out Murgen's name as he ran.


    I returned my attention to my friend.


    "Damn you, Phoris, don't you die on me. Murgen will be here any second, and he'll have something to stop the poison."


    Phoris' eyes locked with mine for a long minute. Somehow he had known what was coming.


    His breathing turned to labored gasps, and he clutched at his neck. It took me a few agonizing seconds to remove his armor, and I ripped the tunic open.


    His entire body had turned red, his neck had swollen to nearly double its size. He struggled to breathe, but for a long moment my eyes were fixated on his chest—on the mark burned indelibly into the flesh above his heart. A mark like my own.


    "Deucalion!" I heard the roaring voice of the Nordic giant rush towards us.


    He is too far away. He won't make it in time.


    "Hold on, Phoris!" I screamed in desperation. "Murgen's here. He'll have you fixed in no time."


    Phoris seemed to relax, no longer struggling to draw breath. He looked into my eyes, and I saw his death written there. They were filled with peace, acceptance.


    "No!" Tears streamed down my face. "Murgen. Get in here, now!"


    My friend's grip was weak on my arms, but he pulled me towards him. I bent over, straining to hear the single word filtering through his lips.


    "Pro…mise…"


    Words refused to come from my throat, and I choked as I faced the inevitable.


    "I-I…" I couldn't get them out.


    "Pro…mise…"


    "I promise!" I screamed the words, but they came out as a muted gasp.


    A memory flooded into my mind. I remembered what had happened in Dascade, how the God had healed Derchon when he lay at death's door.


    The mark on Phoris' chest burned with a bright light, and I could feel my own chest on fire.


    "Heal him, damn you! You know you can do it!"


    I raged against the God, the God who refused to listen, who refused to act. My friend lay dying, and there was only one thing that could save him now.


    "Do it now, damn you!"


    I pounded against the mark on Phoris' chest, beating at it with my fists. The mark on my own chest flared painfully for a moment, then the heat died.


    Whatever had happened in Dascade would not happen now.


    I couldn't say anything, couldn't speak as Murgen shoved me roughly to one side, but I pushed past him and grabbed for Phoris' lifeless body. I wept like I never had before—and never will again—as the friend that was my brother died that day.
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    I have no memory of the journey home.


    My senses failed me as my numb mind refused to accept what had happened.


    I found myself in my own bed, the comfort of familiar surroundings easing my journey into unconsciousness.


    I have no idea how long I slept. It felt like days, but it could have been hours or weeks.


    I can vaguely remember sending for pen and paper, scribbling out a message to Lady Phorenice telling her about her brother's passing and his last request for her to come to the city. I have no idea to whom I handed the message, but I dimly remember hearing the man say, "We'll make sure she's safe, Commander."


    Days passed, and still I refused to leave my home.


    I drank little, ate less, and did nothing. My mind refused to function. I felt as if a piece of me had died along with my friend.


    The New Year came and went, the city around me transformed into a festive, lively place. I stayed in my darkened room, unable to enter into the spirit of the celebrations.


    There was an image that I could not get out of my head: the image of the mark of the God burned into a lifeless chest.


    It was that image that haunted my every waking and sleeping moment.


    "Commander." The voice was insistent, pushing through the fog in my mind. "Commander, get up!"


    My face stung. Someone had hit me, hard.


    "Commander, if you don't get up now, we're going to throw you into the aqueduct."


    The threat wasn't enough to shake me from my stupor, but the persistent voice did.


    "Murgen…" My throat was raw from days without speaking. "What…the…fuck…do you want?"


    "Commander, sir. You need to hear this, now."


    "What is it?" I didn't want to move.


    "Get dressed, sir. And hurry, it's urgent."


    "Go away."


    "It's the Lady Phorenice, sir."


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    


    "What the fuck do you mean, she's been captured?"


    The numbness of the days since Phoris' death turned into rage.


    I had donned my armor, and a sword hung at my side. It took all of my willpower to remember that these men standing around me were my friends, when all I wanted was to unleash my rage on anyone within reach.


    Murgen kept a nervous eye on the fist clenched tightly by my side. He knew how unpredictable people could be in the state I was in.


    "Traga was on his way to deliver the message to the Lady Phorenice."


    The little man stepped forward to speak for himself. "All of her guards were dead, save one. He told me they had been attacked by savages, and all of the men were killed. The women…" He paused, swallowing hard before he spoke. "They were all hauled away…alive."


    The fate of any Atlanteans captured by the savages was known to all. It was not a fate wished upon any, and certainly not one I would allow the Lady Phorenice to suffer.


    "So, we'll get her back." I stared into the eyes of the hard men around me.


    Derchon was the first to speak. "Sir, with all due respect, she has been hauled off to the gods-know-where-"


    I cut him off, unwilling to hear any excuses. "We'll find her, even if we have to search every gods-damned corner of that land."


    "Commander-" Murgen tried to speak reason, but I rounded on the blond giant, unleashing my rage in his face.


    "I made a promise, damn it! I promised Phoris…" My voice cracked, tears blurred my vision. By the time I was able to speak, my rage had lessened slightly.


    "I promised him I would keep her safe. I made a promise, and I intend to keep it, even if I have to go alone."


    "What do you think you're going to do all alone? You can hardly hold a sword without injuring yourself."


    I glared at the little man sitting behind me. "What choice do I have, Traga? I made a promise to Phoris-"


    "A promise you know damn well you won't be able to keep now. She's gone, Commander." There was a hard edge to his voice.


    "I refuse to believe that. It may be insanity what I propose, but I have no choice."


    "I refuse to believe it as well." Angrion had listened in silence, but now all eyes locked on the captain as he spoke slowly. "The Commander is right. We can't just leave her in the hands of those savages, and you all know it." He cast a hard glare at Traga, who wilted beneath the fierce onslaught of the man's eyes.


    "But, Captain-"


    "A promise was made, Traga. You know as well as I that a man's word is all he has." He turned to me. "Commander, were I in your place, I would go as well. A promise has been made, and it must be kept."


    "Thank you, Captain, I-"


    "But you cannot go. Your duty lies here in the city, with the Empress. I will go in your place. I will keep the promise you made to the Captain-General. The promise was made by the Commander of the Legion of the Night, not just Deucalion the man. The Legion of the Night will keep the promise."


    He turned to those around him—his men now.


    "I will go to the savage lands to retrieve the sister of our captain-general, for he would do it were he here. I leave at first light. Anyone wishing to come with me will be prepared. Anyone who stays will do so without condemnation."


    Silence reigned as he strode from the room.
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    I looked into the faces of the men and women around me.


    The huge face of Murgen. The rat face of Traga. The seemingly unconcerned face of Derchon. The commanding face of Angrion. The grinning face of Kathriss. The somber face of Eriesa.


    The faces of my men. The faces of my friends.


    Each and every one of the Nightstalkers—the Imperial Guard of Empress Tatho of Atlantis—stood in front of me. Packs were slung over shoulders, weapons hung at the ready.


    Not a one had decided to remain. It was hard for me to speak, and I struggled to clear my throat for long seconds.


    "I thank you all, my friends. I thank you for honoring the memory of the man we all held as a brother and friend."


    Heads bowed as we took a moment of silence to remember the captain-general—Phoris, my friend.


    "It's an honor, Commader." Murgen stepped forward, gripping my arm with amazing gentleness despite his size. "You have our oaths that we will do our best to rescue her, or die trying."


    "I cannot send any of you to your deaths. My heart is heavy knowing I may never see some of you again."


    The Captain stepped forward. "My lord, not all of us can leave the city. Some of us must stay."


    He turned to the two women standing nearby.


    "Kathriss, Eriesa, your place is by the side of your Empress." He held up a hand to forestall any arguments. He had taken on the role left vacant by Phoris, and he was well-suited for the job.


    He went down the line, selecting only ten men to accompany him. Derchon, Traga, Murgen, Eirin, and a few others were all chosen. Each smiled wickedly, knowing full well the danger of their missions.


    "As for those of you staying in the city, you know your duties. Carry them out well, and keep the city protected in our absence."


    I gripped his forearms for what could be the last time.


    "Farewell, Captain of the Legion of the Night. May the God be with you on your journey."


    "Farewell, Commander." He lowered his voice. "The God watch over you as well."


    One by one, I went down the line, bidding farewell to my friends.


    Murgen was the last one in line, and he leaned forward to whisper into my ear as he gripped my forearm. "The Captain too bears the mark of the God, the same mark as you and I."


    Before I could speak or raise question, he had joined the others on their march to the savage lands.


    My mind raced. He bears the mark, and the Captain too? Did he see it on Phoris' chest? How did he know I bore it?


    It would be long weeks before I would see any of them again.
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    For days after I bid farewell to my Nightstalkers, I fretted like a mother hen.


    Worry hit me every time I looked to the door of my house and saw Vannen in place of Derchon, every time I traded blows on the training field with Aleck instead of Murgen, every time I was handed a message by young Larridos instead of Traga.


    By week's end I was too involved in the duties of Imperial rule to worry about my men. But they were not forgotten.


    In the wake of Phoris' death, the army had passed into the command of Lord Barkan. He was a capable commander, though unimaginative. Phoris had expected to recapture the city of Cavallian within a few days, but nearly a fortnight had passed and still the city remained in enemy hands.


    The empress had convened the council early this morning, sending a messenger to roust me from my bed well before dawn.


    "If you could cease your yawning, Deucalion, we may be able to put an end to this crisis in the city before the end of the world."


    Her words brought back memories of the dream I had had while on the road—what seemed like a lifetime ago. I saw the end of the world in my mind's eye for a long minute.


    "Deucalion!" The empress' stern voice brought me back to reality. "Perhaps you have some information that could be useful in this situation."


    The city had been in an uproar since the death of General Berga. I had been unable to determine who the leaders of the riots were, so had been unable to put a stop to them once and for all.


    "Empress, my men are still trying to locate those responsible for the riots. I believe we are closing in on the leaders, and will soon put a stop to the entire affair."


    "I thank you for your efforts, Historian." She turned to the men around her. "Is there anything else requiring our attention?"


    "My Empress, the High Priest Orgas stands without, requesting an audience with her Immortal Majesty."


    Annoyance flashed on her face, but she covered it quickly. "Bid him enter."


    Very possibly the last person on earth I wanted to see strolled into the room. His porcine face was covered in a fine film of sweat—the day outside was bright and hot.


    "Salve Imperatrix. May the gods smile down on you this day."


    "Greetings, High Priest. It has been a long while since I last laid eyes on you. What brings you this day?"


    "My Empress, I come with the hope that her Immortal Majesty will attend the ceremony held at the Temple of Togan this night."


    "A ceremony, High Priest?"


    "Indeed, Immortal Empress. This night, we offer up prayers to the great god Togan. We will beseech him to aid our armies in driving out the heathen savages from beyond the border, and restore order to our beloved city."


    "Is the formal sacrifice ceremony not just a few nights hence?"


    "Yes, Immortal One, but the gods have demanded our worship this night."


    "You have received a sign from the gods?" Genuine surprise showed on her face.


    "Indeed, Empress. This very morning, I watched as a raven perched on an olive branch, holding an insect in his beak."


    "A fortuitous sign, I take it?" She raised a delicate eyebrow. "What is its meaning?"


    "Simple, Empress. We are the olive branch, and the raven is the great Togan, He Who Sees All—as the raven does. The god will stand over us, and will devour the heathen, delivering us from their torment."


    "The gods speak clearly, indeed, High Priest." No one in the room but myself and the two Imperial Guards detected the mockery in her voice.


    "They do, my Empress, which is why we will worship in the Temple of Togan this very night. We will give thanks to the gods, for they will deliver us from the savages that afflict our lands."


    "Then, good High Priest, I will certainly be present as well. May I find favor in the eyes of the gods, and may they deliver Atlantis from the scourge of the invaders."


    "My Empress is gracious. I will look for her Immortal Majesty in the Temple this evening." His bow was deep.


    "Is that all, High Priest?"


    "Yes, Immortal One."


    "Then I thank you for your presence, and bid you gods speed. We have matters of some importance to conduct before tonight's ceremony."


    "My thanks, Empress." Another deep bow, and the fat man waddled from the room.


    "Your face shows your true thoughts, Deucalion." The empress' voice was low, whispered so only I could hear it.


    "Apologies, Empress. I will make a greater effort to hide the fact that I find Lord Orgas the most repulsive creature in the empire."


    "Oh silence, Historian." Raising her voice to address the members of the council, she stood. "My lords, until the morrow. I will see you all at the temple tonight, and gods willing, we shall reconvene at first light."


    I wasn't the only one to groan at this, though most managed to stifle their disappointment at being cooped up in the council chambers another day. Within a few minutes, we sat alone in the council chamber.


    "Historian, I will come to collect you at the final hour before the sun sets."


    "My Empress is gracious."


    "Enough formality, Deucalion. We are alone once more."


    "Never alone, Empress. There are always two pairs of intruding eyes and ears nearby." I spoke in a loud whisper.


    My attempt at secrecy simply caused Eriesa to laugh out loud. "If only the Lord Chancellor could speak at a volume lower than an elephant's trumpet, I believe he would be more adept at keeping secrets."


    The empress laughed at this—the first time I had heard her laugh since we had returned from Dascade.


    The effect it had on me was odd. It broke through the sorrow in my heart, filling me with a warmth I had not felt in an age.


    "It is good to see the Empress laugh again."


    "I have to say, Deucalion, it feels like forever since I have had anything to laugh at."


    "Then, Empress, it is an honor to be responsible for your mirth, even as the object of ridicule."


    "Enough, fool Historian. Off with you." She wagged her finger at me like a stern mother. "Remember, the final hour before sundown."


    With a bow, I made my escape from the stuffy council chamber.


    


    [image: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Page-break-1]


    


    "My Empress is uncharacteristically silent this evening." We rode in her carriage, clattering through the streets of Atateide in the late afternoon—just as we did the last time we visited the Temple of Togan together. It felt like a lifetime ago.


    "I have no words for the sorrow that fills my heart to see my beautiful city reduced to such a state."


    Her gesture encompassed the streets through which we rode.


    The city around us was completely different than the city we had left on our journey to Dascade. That Atateide had flourished in the shadow of the mountain, with traders bustling, merchants yelling, children playing, and the lifeblood of Atlantis flowing through the city.


    Now, however, the streets were sullen, silent. Hooded eyes watched us from darkened doorsteps. Children were herded inside. Few merchants peddled their wares.


    It is a city riddled with fear.


    The riots had swept through the city, leaving death and destruction in its wake. Untold numbers had been killed in street brawls, fires, and chaotic protests. The Mountain Guard had been forced to draw their swords to hold back the rioting crowd.


    The spilled blood had simply made matters worse. A full muster of the Mountain Guard had been called out to put an end to the riots.


    In every riot, there was always a group of men responsible for instigating the chaos. With these riots, however, the crowd seemed to be directionless. They would simply appear in an apparently random district, wreak massive havoc, and melt away when the Mountain Guard arrived.


    It was obvious they were being coordinated, but we had been unable to find out who was behind the riots. Vannen had been tasked with learning the truth of the riots. His inquiries had yielded little of use.


    "It is true, my Empress. This great city is falling into ruin."


    "I cannot help but feel that it is my fault."


    "My Empress is not to blame."


    It was true. She had ruled the city—and the realm—fairly, and the Empire had prospered under her hand.


    "And yet, Deucalion, try as I might to tell myself that, I still cannot bring myself to believe it. Had I not left the city when I did…"


    "The savages would still have invaded, and the situation would have turned out exactly as it did. There was nothing the Empress could do to stop the thrust of the savage spear that laid Lord Berga low, or the poison that killed…"


    My voice broke as tears welled up in my eyes at the thought of my friend. I felt a gentle hand on my shoulder, and I reached up to squeeze the hand with my own.


    "Still, Deucalion." Her voice was gentle, sharing the pain I felt. "It pains me so to see the city decaying."


    "We will get to the bottom of the matter, Empress, and we will restore order to the city."


    She nodded, distracted as she stared out the window. I saw sadness in the drawn lines of her face, in the tenseness of her shoulders. It was my turn to comfort her, and she squeezed my hand gently in return.


    "A quick stop, Historian, and we will continue."


    I had a sense of déjà vu as I remembered the last time I had accompanied the empress on the journey to the temple. We had taken a different route, but I recognized the same alley where we had stopped before.


    "Stay in the carriage, Historian. Kathriss and Eriesa will accompany me."


    My curiosity burned. I desperately wanted to find out the secret behind the simple door in the back alley, but I nodded my acquiescence to the empress.


    My mind raced through all of the possibilities. What brings her here? My wondering thoughts yielded no likely conclusion, but they occupied my mind as I waited for her return.


    She was in the house for no more than a quarter of an hour, but I could see a smile turning up the corners of her mouth as she climbed into the carriage once more.


    "My Empress seems much happier after her visit to…" I trailed off, hoping she would provide more information to help me solve this mystery.


    She didn't take my bait. "I do feel better, thank you for noticing, Historian." She leaned her head out of the window. "Kathriss, to the Temple."


    "Aye, Empress."


    It was obvious she was trying very hard to keep the smile from her face as we rode. The destruction in the city around her didn't affect her quite as much as they had just minutes earlier.


    What could brighten her spirits so?
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    The empress sat in her private box in the temple amphitheater. Thousands of people filled the seats below us, their voices filling the massive room with a low buzz.


    So much has happened since the last time we were here. It boggled the mind to think that it was less than two months ago.


    "It seems an age since we were here last, doesn't it, Historian? Let us see what the High Priest has planned for this evening's festivities."


    The ceremonial ram's horn sounded, cutting off my response. All eyes turned to the stage below, in time to see the High Priest strut out onto the stage.


    His robes were even more ornate and elaborate than last time. They were made of pure white fur trimmed with costly jewels of inestimable value, and the mitre he wore on his head resembled nothing so much as a crown.


    He raised his puffy hands, wiggling sausage-like fingers as he gestured for the crowd to be quiet. It took a few moments for the noise to still completely.


    "People of Atateide, jewel of Atlantis! Blessed be the gods this evening, for they have sent unto their humble servant a sign."


    A buzz ran around the room at these words. The people of Atlantis were very superstitious by nature.


    "As I sat in contemplation, the gods saw fit to speak to me. They sent a messenger in the form of a winged bird, who came to me in the wee hours of the morning.


    The bird sat on the branches of an olive tree, and I beheld the creature bore in his beak an insect. Mighty Togan spoke through the creature, saying to me 'Orgas, beloved son to the gods, I have come to your aid. I will stand strong and mighty in your defense. I will swallow up the savage heathens as I swallow this bug, and you will triumph over all.' "


    The fat priest studied the crowd around him. He truly is a talented thespian and orator.


    "The gods have spoken, and they will aid us in our hour of need. We come before them this night to give them thanks. We give thanks for their strength in fighting off the invading savages, and we give glory for the victory that they will hand to us."


    He turned, and gestured towards one of the acolytes standing behind him. The man disappeared, returning a moment later leading a calf.


    The beast was snow white, without a single blemish. A rare, costly creature indeed.


    The ceremonial knife was held high. The man certainly does love his bloody rituals.


    "Behold, great Togan, the blood of your creation." The knife bit deep into the throat of the calf, slicing through veins and arteries with ease.


    "We gather this blood as a tribute to you, god of gods."


    Blood dripped into the huge ceremonial bowl held by the steady hands of three heavily-muscled acolytes.


    "With this sacrifice, oh god of all, we mark your people, those that worship you. See the blood of your creation on them, and know that they are yours. Pass over them in your anger, and turn your face towards those who bear not your mark."


    The priest reached into his robes, drawing an olive branch from somewhere within. The leaves were still green, their bright colors contrasting sharply with the crimson blood into which they were dipped.


    "Be marked with the sign of your god, oh people of Atlantis!"


    With a wave of the branch, droplets of blood were sprayed out over the crowd. Many of them fell to their knees, leaning forward in a desperate effort to have the blood fall into them.


    With a shock of horror, the vision struck me. The scene in the temple faded from sight, and instead I saw the darkness of my dream.


    We sat in a massive hall, and the light radiated from the face of the empress sitting beside me.


    I saw her eyes widen as she took in the spectacle below, and the light within her sputtered and darkened.


    My own chest burned bright and hot. I saw a few other lights shining in the darkness below. One by one, the lights dimmed as the people yielded to the compelling power of the ritual taking place. Mine was soon the only light left burning in the darkness.


    And yet, looking down, I saw my own light fading. I no longer burned with the brightness I had seen that day the power of the God had burned through me to heal Derchon. My own light was a mere flickering candle compared to the roaring wildfire it had been.


    The face of the High Priest turned towards me. It stared up at me, and I heard mocking laughter in my ear. "I have seen you marked, Deucalion. You cannot escape me."


    Horrible blackness stared back at me from behind the eyes of the High Priest. The man that once was Orgas no longer existed, the body of the priest now nothing more than an empty shell. Something altogether evil and inhuman lived there, something demonic.


    Light blossomed in the corner of my vision, so bright it nearly blinded me. I felt the scene below freeze, and my heart stopped mid-beat.


    He walked into the temple, all wild hair and towering radiance. I knew this was the time and place he would speak—as he had told me the last time we had met.


    "Hello, young Deucalion." The giant's rumbling voice broke through the eerie silence of the temple. A broad grin broke out across his hairy face. "I told you I would see you again."


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    


    "I have come to speak to the people of Atlantis one last time, to plead with them to hear the word of the God."


    "Yes, to save them from destruction, isn't it?" I could hear the vitriol in my voice. In front of me stood the man I held responsible for the death of my friend.


    He seemed not to notice my anger.


    "That is what my God tells me, and that is why I am here."


    I felt the rage boil over. It had built up in the weeks since Phoris' death, and, try as I might to hold it in, it spilled out from me with force.


    "Where in the cold, barren hells were you and your damned God when my friend needed you?! Where were you when the man I called my brother lay dying? Where was your God when I called out to him?"


    His eyes filled with kindness at seeing my pain.


    "You are suffering, Deucalion, and it is a suffering that I understand."


    "What do you know about suffering?" I spat at him.


    I saw the blaze in his eyes at my question, and I felt fear.


    "Do you think I have never lost one I held dear? Do you believe you are alone in your suffering?" The words were quiet, but they hit me with such force that I fell to my knees. "Deucalion, you are young, and you do not yet understand what it means to give up everything you hold dear for the greater good."


    The fire in his eyes died, compassion taking its place.


    "I share your pain, young man. I too once had a family, people I loved and who loved me. They were taken from me far before their time, and I felt the suffering that burns within you. No parent should ever have to bury their child, and yet it was these hands that laid the final stone atop the cairn where mine rested."


    A tear trickled down his hairy cheek. My own cheeks flushed, followed by wetness as tears streamed from my eyes.


    For a silent moment, we shared each other's pain, each other's loss.


    "So, lad," his voice was gentle, "trust me when I tell you that everything happens for a reason."


    "You're saying your God let my friend die for a reason? What possible reason could there be?"


    He shrugged. "I cannot say, Deucalion, just as I cannot say why my family fell to the plague. All I know is that my God never does anything without a good reason, even if I cannot understand it."


    "So my friend died for some greater good, some reason I cannot understand?" He nodded at this. "I refuse to believe that. I cannot believe that."


    "I have felt the disbelief that now wars in your heart, and many years passed before I could come to grips with it. But now, I have accepted the will of the God, which is why I am here today."


    "What do you mean?"


    "The God has called me here one last time. It will be the last time I speak to the people…the last time I will speak at all."


    "You mean-?"


    "Aye, lad. Death is inevitable, it comes for us all. When and where, we know not. Some few are fortunate enough to know when the end will come, and I count myself blessed to be here this day."


    "But how can you meekly accept it? Why not change it?" I couldn't believe anyone would accept their death with such calm.


    "Because, in the end, try as I might to run, death will find me in the end. It may not be today, or tomorrow, or for years, but it will eventually come. What I do with myself before that moment comes, how I choose to meet that death…that is what truly matters most."


    "Like a lamb to the slaughter…?"


    "Aye, but gladly. Today, I go to my family."


    A lump rose in my throat at his words. I felt an odd sense of kinship with this man, and I knew I would feel his passing as keenly as I had the loss of my friend.


    "Then the God be with you, friend."


    "And you, young Deucalion. May the God lead you in the days to come, and grant you safe passage through the destruction that is to ensue." With a bow, he turned away.


    "Wait!" The hairy head turned towards me. "You never told me your name."


    "It matters not, lad."


    "To me, it does."


    He smiled at this, a sad smile with a sense of finality. "In the life before this one, the woman and children I loved called me Brennd."


    "Then, friend Brennd, fare you well."


    "I thank you, friend Deucalion."


    He squared his shoulders, took a deep breath, and walked towards the stage below. I saw the light shining from within him banishing the darkness of the crowd as he walked, pushing it back and reigniting flames that had died.


    Time remained frozen as he stepped onto the stage. Closing his eyes, he stood tall in front of the High Priest. He smiled as he stared at the demon crouching behind the High Priest's eyes.


    "Do your worst, you bastard."


    Time sped up once again.
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    "People of Atlantis, heed the words of the God, Creator of All."


    The voice boomed loudly, echoing around the temple with a force that could not have come from any human lungs.


    The High Priest nearly fell over in surprise at seeing the giant standing next to him, and a collective gasp echoed from the crowd.


    "I have spoken to you before, and I am speaking to you one final time. If you do not heed the words of the God, then the fate from which I have sought to spare you will be delivered upon your heads. For your sake, for the sakes of your children, and the generations following you, I plead with you to heed the words."


    The acolytes on the stage had regained their composure somewhat and rushed towards the giant. Laying hands on him, they struggled to wrest him from the stage.


    The figure would not move. All of their efforts broke like waves upon a rock. He would speak until he had finished.


    "The warning has been given, the hour of decision draws near."


    It was as if something superhuman spoke through him. He turned to me, and I saw something behind his eyes. Instead of the hellish creature of unspeakable horrors that possessed the High Priest, however, I saw light—glorious, beautiful light—radiating through him. It cast back the darkness, and the mark on my chest burned with a power that set fire to the blood racing through my veins.


    "Do you choose to stand with the God you once served, or do you choose your own ways, your idols? I give you warning, people of Atlantis! Choose well!"


    His gaze bore into the heart of each person in the crowd. I saw the light in my own soul reflected in a few—far too few.


    "You cannot serve both the God and the lust of your own hearts. Turn away from the wickedness and greed in your hearts, and cast off the shackles of your false gods."


    He turned to Orgas, who shrank back under the power of his gaze.


    "Cast out the false prophet who leads you astray, and return to the God Above All. He is the one true God, and he is the only truth, the only way, and the only life.


    If you do not, he will bring upon you the destruction that has been spoken of. Turn not a blind eye and a deaf ear, but cast yourself upon the mercy of the God, for it is only his mercy that will spare you the wrath that is to come."


    He towered tall, filling my entire field of view for one final moment.


    "The warning has been delivered, the choice is yours."


    Silence reigned once again in the temple. For long moments not a sound was heard.


    It was the voice of the High Priest that broke the silence.


    "See this madman, this prophet of doom before you. He tells you that all you know and love will be destroyed by some god you have never heard of, that has never spoken to you."


    He laughed derisively, the creature within him roaring in triumph.


    "He has no power here. He stands within the Temple of Togan, the mightiest god of all. What can his god do that the great Togan cannot?"


    He turned to the man, expecting an answer. None was forthcoming.


    "See, he has no answer, no defense of his god. He is a fraud, a trickster seeking to instill fear in your hearts."


    A voice shouted from the crowd.


    "Get him off the stage."


    The cry was echoed.


    "Get rid of him!"


    "He's a false prophet!"


    "Kill him!" The chant was taken up by the crowd, their voices rising to a roar. "Kill him! Kill him!"


    "People of Atlantis!" The High Priest held up his hands to placate the crowd. "We cannot kill a man without the Empress' justice first."


    "Kill the bastard, and the Empress be damned!" one voice called out from the crowd.


    "He threatened our homes, our children!" cried another.


    The High Priest's face remained calm, but I saw the vile creature of nightmare within him grin in triumph.


    "He has done so, yes, but does he deserve to die?"


    The crowd fell silent for a long moment, uncertainty written on hundreds of faces.


    Without warning, Orgas fell to the ground, writhing in apparent agony. His attendants rushed to his side, holding him down until his seizure had stilled. He gasped, struggling to draw breath.


    Slowly, he stood, looking dazed and confused. When he addressed the crowd, I heard humility in his voice.


    "The great Togan has spoken to me. He has whispered in my ear, his voice coming with such force that my mind was nearly shattered."


    The people gasped in surprise, whispering amongst themselves. His apparent fit had been the god Togan whispering to him?


    "Togan says that this man standing here before you is an offense in his eyes, and he demands his death."


    "Kill him! Kill him!" The chant was taken up again, this time by the entire crowd filling the temple.


    I saw a smile flicker in the corner of the High Priest's mouth. He turned his gaze on me, gleeful triumph written in his eyes.


    He played the crowd. His "fit" had been little more than acting—masterful acting, I must admit. He now has the people right where he wants them. They will be as putty in his hands.


    "By the will of the gods!" Orgas shouted, holding high the ceremonial knife.


    The acolytes that had laid hands on the hairy giant now dragged him to his knees. He didn't resist, but knelt with deliberate calmness. I saw peace in his eyes, and he smiled up at me.


    "Fare you well, lad."


    I heard the words echo in my mind as the ceremonial dagger opened his throat.


    Bright, crimson blood flowed down the front of his clothes. It spilled out in a torrent, far more than any human body should hold. It swept down the front of the stage and into the crowd beyond.


    "Ahh, it burns!" The scream of pain rang out. A man at the front of the crowd leapt to his feet, scrubbing viciously at his arm to remove the drop of blood on his arm.


    Screams soon echoed from the crowd in front of the stage. Wherever the blood of the prophet touched, flesh bubbled and boiled.


    Chaos reigned in the temple.


    For a long moment, all I could do was watch. People were trampled underfoot as they tried to escape, others climbing over their crushed forms in a hurry to get away from the burning lake of blood seeping slowly towards them.


    "Deucalion, what are we going to do?" I heard terror in the voice of the empress beside me.


    In all that had transpired, I had completely forgotten about her. My oath to protect her asserted itself once more in my mind.


    I turned to the two women standing by the entrance to the Empress' private box.


    "Kathriss, Eriesa, we need to move, now."


    "Aye, Commander. The way is clear for now, but if we don't hurry, the crowd may soon overtake us."


    I turned my attention to the people below. Confusion and chaos churned below, and I knew that it would turn into a riot within minutes.


    The High Priest was nowhere in sight. He must have fled in the tumult. Coward that he is, his own safety was no doubt his primary concern.


    "Let's go." I gripped the empress' arm tightly. Vannen fell into place behind me, casting nervous glances behind us as we walked.


    The empress' dress dragged behind her as she walked, slowing her down. A single stroke of Eriesa's sword cut free the train, allowing her to move more quickly.


    A nod of thanks was all the empress had time for as she raced towards the mouth of the tunnel. Freedom lies beyond, I thought as I ran.


    When we finally reached open air, the streets were packed with rioters. Thousands brawled, shouted, jostled each other, and called for blood. Fires broke out, and smoke soon filled the air.


    I cast around for a way of escape. "We have to find another way to get out of here. We'll never make it through that mob with the carriage."


    "Come, Empress. I have a way to safety." The oily voice of the High Priest was far too close for my comfort.


    The porcine figure stepped out from a door I had never seen before. It opened into darkness beyond. A secret passage.


    "Thank you, High Priest, but I believe I can find my own way home."


    "But Empress, I insist."


    Something about the feral grin on his face and the vicious tone of his voice made me pause, and I reached a hand towards my sword.


    I heard a burbling cough to one side, and looked over to see a sword protruding from Eriesa's throat. Kathriss reeled from a spear thrust to her spine, her legs wobbling as she struggled to stand. Two Temple Guards stood behind the women, their weapons bloodied.


    "No!" The empress' scream echoed through the tunnel from which we had just emerged.


    Nearby heads turned to search for the source of the scream. "It's the Empress!"


    Voices shouted from the chaos.


    "She's the one to blame for the wrath of the gods!"


    "Kill her!"


    Orgas reached out a hand, his voice firm. "Empress, for your own safety, follow me now."


    The stubby hand on her arm gripped hard, but the empress was numb. She stared at the unmoving form of Eriesa, blood trickling down the front of her armor. Kathriss knelt, struggling to stay upright. The Temple Guard behind her sent her to the world beyond with a vicious cut of his sword. The blood spurting from her neck stained the front of the empress' gown.


    I sensed Vannen beside me, sword in hand. I held my own sword at the ready, my back against the nearest wall. No one will sneak up behind me, I thought as I prepared to defend myself.


    "Kill him." The High Priest's order was given with almost casual ease, essentially dismissing me as no great threat. He was fully confident that his Temple Guard could kill one spoiled Chancellor.


    The guards stalked towards us, looking fearfully at Vannen. He bore the armor of the Imperial Guard—the fabled Legion of the Night. They knew he would be no easy kill.


    I saw the empress being dragged away by the High Priest and a handful of his guards. Her eyes were empty, the look on her face disbelieving. Her mind refused to accept the deaths of her two guards, her companions.


    "I will come for you, Orgas. Your death will be at my hands, you fat bastard."


    His mocking laughter was the last thing to issue from the hidden door in the tunnel wall before it slid shut.


    "Revenge will have to wait, Deucalion. We've got more…pressing matters."


    Vannen grunted as he blocked a blow from a Temple Guard sword, and the fight was on in earnest.


    There were nearly a dozen of them, and only two of us. We were soon pressed hard, and it took all of my limited skills just to keep the blades of the three men facing me from finding unarmored flesh.


    I stumbled backwards to avoid a savage blow, and felt Vannen's back against my own.


    "We need to break for it, Deucalion, or else we'll be dead."


    "Good thinking. On the count of three. One, two, THREE…"


    I launched myself at the nearest guard, slicing a vicious cut deep into his groin. He fell to the ground, a momentary obstacle to his companion. Before he could step over the slumping body of his friend, my sword had found the heart of the third guard.


    I wrenched the sword from his chest as I sprinted away from the temple.


    Never before had I been so grateful for the hours I had been forced to run wearing the full armor. I silently blessed Murgen and his cruel streak as I ran.


    I could hear Vannen clanking along behind me, the heavy metal of the armor sounding loud through the pounding blood in my ears. The shouts of the Temple Guard were close behind.


    It felt like we ran for an age. The Temple Guard soon fell behind, but still we ran. Only one thought filled my head. We have to get as far away from the temple as we can.
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    I lay on the stone bench, struggling to catch my breath. Every muscle in my body ached from running for what had seemed like hours.


    The tranquility of the small park contrasted sharply with the chaos from which we had just escaped. A fountain bubbled quietly in the center of the park, the late evening breeze refreshing.


    "We…have…to…find…somewhere…safe."


    I tried to breathe deeply, but the words came out in a gasp as air refused to fill my lungs.


    Vannen wasn't quite as winded as I, but even he struggled for breath. He thought for a moment, then slowly stood.


    "I think I know of a place."


    "Where?" I panted.


    "Near the aqueduct, by the Tanner's Market."


    I could put up with the foul stench of the tanneries if it provided a place to hide out.


    Gods, I wish the others were here. It had been weeks since they had left. A twinge of worry shot through me, but our immediate situation demanded my full attention.


    "Let's go." I motioned for him to lead the way. "You know we'll have to find a way to get her out of the Temple." It was a statement, not a question.


    Vannen nodded in reply.


    "Good. Once we reach safety, go and find the others. We have to figure out a way to free the Empress."


    "Aye, and get revenge for Kathriss and Eriesa."


    My heart felt heavy with loss. Too many of those I called friends had died, and now the Empress was had been taken.


    What am I going to do? How can I make it right?


    I never heard them coming.


    Something hard struck the back of my head, jarring my senses. I heard the "thud" of Vannen's armor hitting the ground.


    Booted feet tramped into view as I slipped into unconsciousness. A voice filtered through the blackness filling my senses.


    "We've got him."


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    


    Darkness all around me. Pounding pain in my head. A hard bed beneath my aching back.


    Sensation flooded me as I returned to consciousness with a jolt.


    The room around me was stuffy, a thin ribbon of light streaming in beneath the door.


    I heard voices coming from beyond the door. Reaching my sword, I discovered my armor and weapons had been removed.


    Heavy footsteps approached the room. Blinding light filled the room as the door opened, and a stocky figure entered.


    "It's good to see you up."


    The voice was somehow familiar. I hadn't heard it in what seemed like an age, but… "Derchon?"


    "Aye, Commander, back from the grave, some would say."


    As my eyes slowly adjusted to the light, I could make out the contours of the man's face. It bore a new scar, and the weeks of travel had been hard on the man. His eyes were sunken, hollow.


    "Gods be damned, man." I reached forward and embraced him. "You look like you could use a half dozen meals and a week of rest."


    "Don't I know it." He stood awkwardly, unsure of what to do as I held him like a long-lost brother. Breaking from the embrace, embarrassed, I straightened my clothes.


    "What happened? Why does my head feel like I've had too much Feastwine?"


    "I am sorry about that, Commander. I'll let the Captain explain it to you. If you'll follow me…" He motioned towards the door, and I followed him as he strode from the room.


    Down a short hall we walked. I couldn't help noticing the walls around us crumbling, the house in a state of disrepair.


    "Where are we?"


    "Safe house. Trapper's District." His answered were clipped, his voice tight.


    He pushed through the door at the end of the all, and the figure within stood to greet me.


    "Commander." For the first time in months, I saw a smile break out across the stern face of Captain Angrion as I walked into the room. "It is good to see you alive and well, Deucalion."


    I looked him over as I clasped the forearm he extended. He too had seen better days. "And you, Captain. Would you mind explaining to me just what I'm doing here, and why my head hurts so?"


    "My apologies, Commander. Murgen got a bit…overzealous."


    "What does that mean?"


    "I think I had better show you." A door lay on the other side of the room, and it was to that door that he turned his steps.


    Sitting on a chair, bound, bloody, and beaten, was a man I hardly recognized.


    "Vannen?" What in the hells? I whirled on the captain, anger in my eyes.


    "What is the meaning of this, Captain?" My hand reached for the sword I no longer wore at my side.


    "Hold on, Commander." He held up a hand. "Before you leap to any conclusions, I believe you should hear the explanation."


    "You'd better make it quick, then, and tell me why one of our own is sitting in that chair."


    He fished around in his pocket for a long moment.


    "Have you ever seen this before?" The object he held up to the light was oddly familiar.


    "Aye, it's the ring Vannen's mother gave him as a lad."


    "Is that what the bastard told you?"


    "What does that mean?"


    "Vannen, would you like to tell the Commander about the ring, or should I?"


    Vannen's face was covered in blood, but pure hatred shone through his eyes as he looked at Angrion. "Go fuck a pox-ridden goat, you-"


    Murgen's meaty fist slammed into his face, silencing him mid-insult.


    "Murgen!" I had no idea what was going on.


    There was no apology in Murgen's eyes. "Sorry, Commander. He's been spouting off like that since he woke up."


    I turned to glare at the captain, who stood solemnly nearby. "I demand an explanation for exactly what is going on, Captain."


    He nodded. "You'll get none from the bastard, so I figure I'd best tell you myself."


    He took a deep breath, visibly struggling to say what needed to be said. Angrion was a hard man—he had to be to serve in the Nightstalkers—but I could see pain in his eyes. The man in the chair had fought and bled alongside him in the past, a bond not easily broken.


    "Speak, Captain." I insisted. "My patience is wearing thin."


    "To put it simply, Commander, he is the one responsible for everything."


    "What in the cold fucking hells of Cronos does that mean? Stop being so damn cryptic, man, and spit it out."


    "The attack on the Empress. The assassination attempts." He weighed each word as he spoke. "Every single time our lives were in danger in the last months, it was because of this bastard here."


    "Do explain, Captain." My voice was ice.


    "Yes, Captain, please do explain." Vannen's laughter was harsh, mocking, wet. His lips were swollen, his face bled from a half dozen wounds. He spoke from between wrecked teeth.


    "Shut him up, Murgen."


    "With pleasure, Captain." I winced at the sound of Murgen's heavy fist colliding with Vannen's jaw.


    "It's because of the ring, Commander." The captain's words drew my attention once more.


    "His mother's ring?"


    "Aye, but more importantly, what the ring signifies."


    "What is that supposed to mean?"


    "Take a closer look at the ring, Commander." He handed the slim silver band to me.


    "What am I looking at?"


    "The figure engraved into the ring. The bird."


    The engraving was faded, but I could make out the shape of a bird of prey as I examined it closely. "What of it?"


    "Have you never seen that bird before?"


    "It looks like a hawk, but-"


    "It's an eagle."


    "I've never heard of the bird, Captain. You say that name like it should mean something."


    "It's a bird of prey, larger than a hawk, and native to a few regions of Atlantis. Regions like Carallis, Ducasia, and Carnalia."


    Carnalia, home of Lord Armark. The wheels in my head started to turn. "Go on, Captain."


    "Have you ever seen the insignia of the House of Armark?"


    "I have seen the Lord Armark wear the insignia of the lion."


    "Aye, but that is his personal insignia. The symbol of the House of Armark-"


    "Is the eagle." I cut him off, my thoughts racing. I turned to face the man sitting in the chair, studying him for a long moment.


    Without taking my eyes from the bleeding Vannen, I motioned for Murgen. "Bring me a bucket of water."


    "Commander." He returned a moment later, handing it to me. I threw the contents into Vannen's face.


    He sputtered and coughed, but I didn't care. I studied his face, looking for telltale details. Beneath the mass of bruises and cuts, the resemblance was clear.


    "So you see it now, do you, Commander?" He turned his hacking into a mocking laughter. "It's been right in front of you all the time, and you never saw it."


    "The likeness is there, Vannen, though it is easily missed." The nose wasn't as long as Lord Armark's, but the man sitting in the chair bore a resemblance to the ruler of Carnalia. His high cheekbones, the deep-set eyes, the heavy brows. "You're his bastard, aren't you?"


    "Very good, Commander." Mockery was spelled clearly on his pulped face.


    "And this ring is proof of your heritage, isn't it?"


    "Commander, your perspicacity never ceases to amaze-" Another blow from Murgen cut his words short.


    I nodded and turned to the captain. "So, Vannen no doubt visits his father in Carnalia, and Armark sees in his bastard a tool to use for his own ambitious ends."


    "Aye, so it seems, Commander." His nod was solemn.


    "Yet you researched into his past yourself, did you not, Captain?"


    "Aye, Commander. He was simply a fatherless lad from some nameless village, one trained by local militia to wield a sword."


    "There was nothing to indicate his true heritage." It was a statement, not a question. Lord Armark is too smart to let any hint of his plan come out before the time to reveal it.


    "None, Commander."


    "And he has been working for Lord Armark all this time."


    "Yes, Commander."


    Images flashed into my head.


    The Empress wandering the streets of Atateide alone after dark. Vannen had told her where to find the house where we had held the giant Brennd.


    The attack on myself and Egad as we returned home. Vannen had known we would visit the man, had known where to place the assassin.


    The ambush on the Empress' convoy on the first day of our journey. None but the Nightstalkers had known the time of our departure, none but the Imperial Guard knew the Empress would be accompanying the column.


    One by one, the pieces of the puzzle fell into place.


    The items missing from Traga's satchel. The attack on me in Therin.


    The traitorous little...


    "A knife, Captain."


    He looked curiously at me, an eyebrow raised.


    "I asked for a knife, Captain. Either return my weapons to me, or give me the knife on your belt."


    Hesitating, he drew his knife and handed it to me.


    With cold, calculating slowness, I knelt in front of Vannen. Staring him in the eyes, I inched the knife into the meat of his thigh, pushing until I felt the tip grind against bone.


    His screams felt on deaf ears.


    "Phoris." One word was all I said. The look in his eyes answered my unspoken question.


    "You fucking traitorous coward!" I stood quickly, slamming a clenched fist into his jaw with every ounce of my strength. Over and over again, I beat at him in my rage.


    The pent-up anger I felt at the death of my friend had finally found a target upon which to be unleashed. A red haze blurred my vision, but still I struck at the man that had killed my friend.


    When I regained my senses, Murgen was holding my arms by my side, restraining me with effort. Even his seemingly inhuman strength struggled to hold me back in my rage.


    "You killed my friend, you bastard."


    "Aye…" Vannen coughed up blood and spat it at my boots. "And gods if it wasn't good to see the bastard lying there dead."


    "Commander, how-?"


    "He slipped the poison into Phoris' cup as he 'stumbled'. He made himself conveniently scarce as the poison did its cruel work." My voice cracked as tears slid down my cheeks.


    "He led me far from the tent, said he knew where to find the best drink in the camp." Murgen's face burned with shame.


    "It was all too easy, you fool." His smile was bloody, nasty. Murgen's fist wiped it from his face, nearly unhinging his jaw.


    I remembered the dying assassin's words. "Vannen paid the bastards with Imperial gold. He used the Empress' own money to hire men to kill her."


    My men had access to the imperial treasury. Vannen used that access to get his hands on the gold he needed to hire the assassins that have plagued us for the last months.


    I turned back to the bloodied, dripping man sitting on the chair. "But, if that was the case, why not kill us all yourself?"


    The man struggled to speak through a dislocated jaw. I nodded to Murgen. The blond giant quickly snapped it back into place, accompanied by a satisfying scream of pain from Vannen.


    "I said, why not kill us yourself?" I pressed down on the dagger as I spoke.


    "It would be too obvious!" His words were shouted through the pain.


    I could almost see the Lord Armark's plan in my mind.


    "And you were needed in case the attempts failed."


    Lord Armark would send an army to kill us, but would keep Vannen's true identity hidden until he had no other choice but to kill the Empress outright.


    That was why Vannen was been mysteriously "attacked" the night of Egad's death and the attempt on the Empress' life. It was why he was wounded in every attack on the Empress' retinue, but never seriously.


    Every time we encountered one of the assassins, he had taken a wound—albeit a minor one. He killed them when he had to, but they must have known to leave him unharmed. I sent him to check on the man we held captive, the same man that tried to put a knife in the Empress later that same night.


    It was why I had not seen him during the skirmish in Dascade. He had stayed out of the way, ready to carry out his lord's orders should the battle turn in favor of the attackers. He would have murdered the Empress, Lord Barkan, and the others without their ever suspecting him.


    He had been in attendance at the Temple last night when the Empress was taken. Kathriss and Eriesa were killed, but he lived.


    "So why didn't you kill me last night?"


    He spoke slowly, every word visible agony. "I didn't have the chance. The way you were waving that sword around at the temple made it look like you actually knew how to use it. I figured I'd get you when we were someplace alone and you were off guard."


    The place in the Tanner's Market where we would be safe. A dead body can easily be disposed of in the vats of lye used to tan animal hides. I had nearly walked into his trap—only saved by my men.


    I turned to the captain. "So, the reason you knocked me unconscious last night…"


    "Aye, was to save you. You still held that sword in your hand, and I couldn't take the chance that you would stick it into any of us before you realized who we were. Looking the way we do…"


    He motioned to his dust-covered armor, his line-worn face, and his tired appearance. Truth be told, he looks little like the man that had left the city weeks ago.


    Murgen spoke up. "It was all to take him while he was off-guard. He is a Nightstalker, after all."


    Despite being a total bastard and a traitor, I couldn't deny Vannen had earned his place in the Imperial Guard. He was highly skilled with the sword.


    "Good thinking, Captain." I extended my hand. "Knowing your reasons, I forgive you for the ache in my head."


    He smiled at that—a thin, wan smile from a tired face—and took my arm. He looks to have aged a decade in the last month.


    My attention returned to the traitor sitting in front of me. "I have just one more question, Vannen."


    He looked up at me, defiance filling eyes. I twisted the knife in his leg, felt the tip prick bone. His screams were music to my ears.


    "How did they know where to find us?"


    "What?" Confusion showed on his face.


    "How did all of these assassins know where to find us as we traveled? They had no way of knowing our progress, and I can't believe that you were able to send messages while riding. How did they know?"


    The smile on his face turned ugly. "You're not the only one with your secrets, Commander."


    His eyes seemed to bore through my robes. I felt heat flare up in the mark on my chest as he stared at it.


    The world around me fell out of focus for an instant. The man I saw sitting in front of me was nothing more than a suit of flesh for the creature within. Just like Orgas.


    Blood dripped from between horrible fangs as the thing possessing Vannen smiled—the blood of every man whose death he was responsible for.


    The demon inhabiting the man I knew as Vannen leered back at me, mocking me with its hellish laughter. On his chest burned a mark that was the opposite of my own.


    Where mine flared with bright light, his leaked only inky blackness. It oozed evil, making the mark on my chest burn even hotter.


    I twisted the knife again, but the creature showed no pain.


    The voice that came from Vannen's lips sounded horrific, inhuman. "You think you can harm me, little human? Do your worst!"


    Light burst from my chest, engulfing the creature possessing the man. I heard unearthly screams as the fire flared bright. The creature shielded its eyes with clawed hands. Vannen's arms ripped free from the bonds that held him, reaching towards me with murderous intent.


    I didn't move, but let the light flood from my chest with an intensity I had never felt before.


    The demonic thing screamed. "You cannot kill me! I am not subject to your power…" It struggled to retain its hold on the body it inhabited, but I saw its grip on Vannen's flesh loosening.


    Slowly, the light ripped him apart piece by piece. I saw the horror in the foul demon's eyes as the thing realized what was to come. "You will not stop us. We have already succeeded, and our plan will triumph. You and your god-"


    "Oh, shut the fuck up, you bastard." I cut off the creature's words with a vicious stab to Vannen's throat. The knife sliced through the veins in his neck, severing vocal cords and cutting the windpipe.


    Gurgling, coughing, desperately trying to draw just one more breath, the creature and the man stared at me in horror. Neither could speak—or ever would again.


    "This is for my brother." My words came out in a harsh whisper.


    I stared into Vannen's eyes as the light faded. The creature within screamed one final time, its agony audible only in my head.


    Silence fell in the room. For long moments, the only sound in the room was the soft dripping of Vannen's blood onto the floor. The light had died, the heat of my mark a muted burning in my chest. My vision swam, and I had to steady myself as the world around me shifted.


    A hand steadied me. I looked up into Derchon's face, nodding my thanks for his assistance. He looked shocked by what he had seen.


    "What in the frozen hells of Cronos was that?"


    The lieutenant looked shocked.


    "That, my friend, was the power of the god."
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    Derchon's face showed the same disbelief I had felt upon first meeting the man Brennd. Murgen and the captain stood by in silence, willing to let me explain. I saw that neither of them fully comprehended what had happened.


    "So, you're saying that that bloody thing on your chest is the mark of some god?" The little man asked.


    I nodded. I had already explained everything that had happened—meeting the giant on the mountain, receiving the mark, Larenin's healing.


    The man's voice filled with awe. "Gods be damned. Had I not just seen it for myself, I'd have Murgen haul you off to the Sanatorium. And Vannen's mark…?"


    "It must have been the mark of some demonic power. The High Priest must have used the mark as a means to track him."


    I neglected to mention the creature within Vannen—a creature like the one I had seen inhabiting the body of the High Priest.


    Both the captain and Murgen were silent. I could have sworn that both of their hands twitched towards their chests as I spoke.


    Derchon, however, was full of questions. "So, this mark you bear, that's the reason Larenin didn't die in Dascade? I was almost certain you had done something, but this…"


    "I know it's a lot to take in, Lieutenant. I don't how it works or why, all I know is that it does."


    Murgen spoke up. "But then, if you healed Larenin, why didn't you heal Phoris? He bore the same mark as you."


    The Captain looked sharply at Murgen, surprised by this revelation.


    The big man shrugged. "I noticed it on his chest as I tried to stop the poison from spreading." He turned back to me. "Why couldn't you save him?"


    Pain flooded through me as I remembered the death of my friend.


    "I don't know. I asked the prophet about it when I saw him again, and he said everything happens for a reason—death happens for a reason."


    "You saw the prophet again?" It was Angrion's turn to speak up.


    "He came to the Temple last night. He spoke one final time, and…" A lump came into my throat as I remembered the fate of the man. "The crowd demanded his blood, and the High Priest was only too glad to oblige."


    The mention of the High Priest suddenly reminded me of the events of last night. "Good gods, the fat bastard has the Empress!"


    The Captain held out a hand to stop me. "We know, Commander. Traga is scouring the city for information as we speak."


    "Good." If anyone can find out where the Empress was being held, it is Traga.


    Murgen looked at me, questions written on his face. "Commander, you said you talked to the man Brennd again last night?" I nodded, and he continued. "And you say he knew his death was coming?"


    "He did. He told 'Death comes for us all. What you do with yourself before that moment comes, that's what matters.' And he accepted his fate without question."


    Phoris' final words came to mind.


    "Phoris too seemed to know that his hour was drawing near. It was why he charged me with…"


    I trailed off, cursing myself for a fool. In my preoccupation with Vannen's treachery, I had failed to ask the first question that should have come from my mouth.


    "Where is Lady Phorenice?"
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    I had thought I had no more tears to weep after mourning Phoris. I was wrong.


    I am not ashamed to admit I wept freely upon hearing the story told by the Captain.


    I wept for the friends I had lost—Eirin, Carrt, Kathriss, Eriesa, the others.


    "It was pure rotten luck, Commander." Angrion spoke quietly. "We tried to keep her safe, but..." He trailed off.


    I wept for the Lady Phorenice, a woman I desperately wished to have known, but now would never be given that chance.


    I wept for the cruel, senseless death of an innocent, for my failure to keep my promise to my friend.


    Tears flowed until I felt hollow and empty inside, and still I wept.


    The Captain fought to keep tears from falling, but the news of Eriesa's death hit him harder than he was willing to admit.


    The massive hand on my shoulder gave me some small comfort. I saw tears in Murgen's eyes. He too had lost friends, companions.


    Thoughts of the empress dried my eyes. I still had responsibilities—a reason to continue.


    "We have to help the Empress, Captain." My voice was still choked with emotion, but I managed to get the words out.


    "Aye, Commander. We will."


    A knock sounded on the door, causing us to whirl around. Murgen, Derchon, and the captain drew swords. I clutched the bloodied knife I had pulled from Vannen's lifeless body.


    "It's Traga, Captain." The voice was muffled through the thick door.


    Breathing a sigh of relief, Murgen strode towards the door. The two men hurried into the room, taking in the bloodied corpse of Vannen in the chair at a glance.


    "Good riddance." Traga spat on the corpse. "Bastard got what he deserved."


    Derchon was hesitant. "He was our brother, Traga."


    "Never mine. He's the reason we lost Eirin, Carrt, and the others."


    "He has paid in full." The Captain's voice cracked, and he struggled to recover before he spoke. "What news?"


    "The High Priest has announced the period of Imperial Sorrow to begin today."


    "What?" The month-long mourning period was only ever proclaimed when an Emperor or Empress was… "The Empress is dead?"


    "We cannot be certain, Commander. Many of those we trusted in the city have either been killed or have fled, thanks to that traitorous goat-fucker there." Traga sent another gob of phlegm towards Vannen's corpse. "We know the High Priest took her last night, but we are unable to find out if she lives or not."


    Derchon spoke up. "The Temple is a maze of passages and corridors, and we aren't certain where she could be held. If she still lives…"


    "She still lives." The words burst from me with force, sounding harsher than I had intended. I know she is still alive. She has to be.


    Derchon nodded. "We need to plan how to get her out of the temple, then. I believe-"


    His words were cut off by Malek pounding on the door.


    "Captain, Commander, come quickly," the man panted once we had thrown open the door.


    "What is it Malek?"


    "My lord, the armies of Carnalia stand outside the city gates. Lord Armark has invaded Atateide."


    

  


  
    Chapter 5


    


    The conquest of Atateide was accomplished in a matter of hours. It was a bloodless coup—timed to perfection.


    The Mountain Guard was so intent on quelling the riots in the city that they failed to notice the army marching towards their gates. By the time they realized the peril, the city had fallen into the hands of the besiegers.


    The troops marched up the main thoroughfare, wearing the black and gold of Lord Armark. The man himself rode at the head of the column, surrounded by an escort of honor guards.


    Their path led directly to the Imperial Palace. They found the gates thrown open wide—the Protectors of the Imperial Body receiving the invading Lord warmly.


    Before night had fallen, the Imperial city was in the hands of the Carnalian army. Lord Armark held the Palace, and orders began to flow from its halls.


    An assembly of the great lords and ladies of Atateide had been convened hastily, and the ruling class of the city flocked into the Great Hall in wonder. I mingled among the well-dressed men and women around me, hiding in plain sight.


    "You cannot go alone, Commander." Derchon had insisted, but I wouldn't hear it.


    "I must, Derchon. I have to see this for myself. I will return safely."


    Now, seeing the sheer number of soldiers occupying the Imperial Palace, I knew it would take nothing short of a miracle to walk out of here unseen.


    I inhaled sharply as I entered the Throne Room, surprised and shocked. Lord Armark sits on the Imperial Throne. What in the hells…?


    Whispers ran through the crowd around me. All eyes were locked on the impressive figure on the throne.


    His robe was deep black, trimmed with soft white fur and bearing gilded embroidery. A heavy crown sat on his head. Lord Armark looked every inch the regal ruler of the most powerful Empire in the world.


    The buzz of conversation died immediately as the conquering lord stood, holding his arms up for silence.


    "My lords and ladies, welcome to the new Atlantis."


    He strode down the steps leading from the dais, the thick Imperial robe trailing behind him.


    "It saddens me to inform you that our beloved Empress now sleeps with her ancestors." He paused a moment, looking out over the crowd of nobles. His performance was marvelous, and he contrived to look deeply sorrowful. "She was tragically killed in the riots at the temple last night."


    A door opened and Orgas strode into the room from a side door, walking to stand beside the Imperial Throne. Lord Armark nodded to the man and turned back to the crowd.


    "Our beloved High Priest was present to hear her final words, and she spoke of her wish for a strong lord to rule after her passing. She was the beloved Empress, and never more shall another of such greatness sit on this throne. "


    Immediately, I knew where this speech was headed. This isn't good…


    "However, today dawns a new era in Atlantis, an age of Kings. I am here to fulfill the Empress' final request. I will be the strong hand to rule the Empire in her stead. It is what she wished."


    He bowed his head as if to take a moment to honor her memory.


    "I know your concerns at seeing the army of Carnalia occupy your beloved city. Trust me, my friends, I would not have ridden into the city at the head of an army under normal circumstances, but these are anything but normal times. The city is in chaos, with riots and destruction far too common. My army is here to bring peace and stability to the city, after which time they will return home. The Imperial Army will be in command of Atateide once they have driven out the invading savages once and for all."


    He smiled at the lords and ladies in the room. I saw a lion smiling at a tethered, hobbled goat about to be devoured.


    "My lords and ladies of Atlantis, I tell you this: I will be a just ruler, and I will bring Atlantis to a new age of prosperity. I will strive to follow the example of the Emperors and Empresses before me, and by the grace of the gods, the nation will flourish. With the wise High Priest by my side, we will have the words of the gods to guide us."


    "We close this day with sorrow in our hearts. Tonight, we mourn the Empress, commemorate the greatness of her rule."


    "But tomorrow, a new day dawns—a day of celebration, a day of triumph." He punctuated his sentences with grand gestures. His performance truly had the audience spellbound, soaking up his every word. "With me as your king, Atlantis will rule the world. This I swear to you before the gods."


    His hand went to the ornate sword by his side, and he drew it with a flourish.


    A gasp rose from the crowd at seeing the sword. Its hilt and grip was made with pure gold, the blade of sparkling silver. It flashed in the light of a thousand lamps, casting glorious illumination in every direction.


    It was purely a decorative weapon, but it made for an impressive show.


    "To the greatest nation that ever was, and that will ever be. To Atlantis!"


    A voice cried out, "Long live the king!" Every throat in the room took up the chant in the space of a few heartbeats. The roar of the lords and ladies in the courtroom was deafening.


    Their new "king" had soothed their worries, and had promised them greatness. It was a consummate performance, a masterful plan.


    Pieces of the puzzle fell into place.


    He is responsible for the riots in the city, causing chaos and disorder. He had made his move to capture the city, knowing full well the Mountain Guard had their hands full with the rioting populace.


    Something sharp pricked me in the ribs. Much more pressure, and it would slice through skin and into my heart.


    "The King and his High Priest request your presence, my Lord Chancellor."


    I turned to look at the man standing behind me, holding the dagger in my ribs. He wore the armor of the Carnalian army, with the trappings of a general.


    "General, I would be happy to oblige, though I would prefer it if you removed that blade from my side. If you will allow me to collect my manservant." I suspected one of the Nightstalkers would be lurking somewhere nearby—keeping an eye on the proceedings. If I could find one…


    I felt a trickle of blood down my side as the General gave an extra forceful poke with the blade.


    "The King insists, Lord Deucalion."


    I gave him a winning smile. "Lead on, General."
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    "My Lord Chancellor, it is such a pleasure to see you." Lord Armark mocked me with his bow.


    We stood in the small chamber next to the imperial throne room. The High Priest reclined in a comfortable chair nearby, the guards of the self-styled king filling the room.


    "Lord Armark, I-"


    A blow struck the back of my head, and I staggered forward with the force of it.


    "It's King Armark, Lord Deucalion." The general behind me adjusted his gauntlet. I could see he would have no problem striking me again should my behavior warrant it."


    "I think old friends like us can dispense with the formalities." His every word mocked my helplessness. I stood alone and unarmored in a room surrounded by enemies.


    I refused to show weakness.


    Turning to the priest, I nodded. "Priest, I trust you are well after the events of last night."


    The High Priest smiled his piggy smile at me, the sight of it disgusting me thoroughly. "Yes, my Lord Deucalion. It is a shame you were unable to stay and enjoy the…hospitality of the temple."


    "I fear I have found myself feeling less and less religious each time I attend your ceremonies."


    "Perhaps when you meet the gods face to face—which you will be doing very soon, have no fear—you will believe."


    "Until then, good priest. My Lord Armark." I tensed, expecting a blow from the mailed fist of the general. Thankfully, my head remain unstruck. "What would you have of your humble servant?"


    "I would have you on hand, good Chancellor. I know you served the Empress well, and would have your presence nearby where I can come to you should any problems arise."


    "My thanks, Lord Armark, but I would prefer to return to my own home. I am unaccustomed to such luxury as the Palace offers."


    "My Lord Deucalion, I insist." His smile turned nasty.


    He moved fast, I had to admit. The sword was unsheathed and moving towards me before I could so much as flinch. The flat of the blade struck me full in the face, knocking me down.


    I saw stars for a minute, my head ringing with the force of the blow. A thin trickle of blood ran down my cheek, and I felt the throbbing in the back of my head where it had hit the floor.


    "Don't think for a moment that you are in any position to refuse, Deucalion." He spat at me vehemently. "You have mocked me for the last time, and I will see you pay for your disrespect all these long years."


    "I'm sure you have something creative in mind."


    "Of course, my lord. An execution the like of which this city has not seen in a thousand years."


    "Execution? I take it you have contrived some excuse for my death?"


    "Indeed, my lord: high treason."


    "Treason? That is creative. After all, it was the High Priest that killed the Empress' guards and led her away to her death."


    "Did he really? I have a dozen of the Temple Guard to swear that you and your merry band of feckless fools were the ones responsible." He stared down at me, triumph in his eyes. "Oh yes, I know all about your little group of Nightstalkers, as you love to be called. If they return to the city, they will be executed like common criminals."


    I fought to keep my surprise from showing on my face. The man calling himself "king" doesn't know the Nightstalkers have returned?


    He seemed not to notice. "Of course, the men I sent to hunt them down will no doubt bring me their heads before long. They are due to return any day."


    He doesn't know his party of hunters had been slaughtered to a man.


    "And when they bring me the heads of your foolish guards, they will bring me my new bride."


    "What?"


    "Oh yes, Chancellor." He smiled, glee written on his face at seeing my shock. "I will cement my rule of the Empire by taking her hand in marriage. With control of the capital, my own land of Carnalia, and the Province of Ducasia, there will be no one to challenge my claim to rule. Atlantis will be mine."


    "Of course, the fact that she is the most beautiful creature in the world has not escaped my notice. From the moment I saw her at Lord Duquess' mansion, I knew I had to have her." I could feel his lust radiating from him in disgusting waves. "She will be mine!"


    I felt rage building up in me, but I had to hide it. He has to stay ignorant of the return of my men—as well as the grave news they brought with them.


    "It will never work, my Lord Armark. She will never consent to marry you, and you will never be King."


    He smiled gleefully as he bent over me, staring down his long nose into my face. His expression was one of triumph.


    "But it will, Lord Deucalion. You saw the nobles this night, saw how readily they accepted me. I was one of them, and now I am their King. It was ordained to be. As for the Lady Phorenice, she will have no choice but to accept—or die!"


    He stood straight, smoothing his robes and regaining his imperious composure.


    "I tire of this fool." He gestured to the general. "Take him away."


    


    [image: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Description: Page-break-1]


    


    My heart sank as my guards led me down a corridor I had purposely avoided on every occasion in the past. I knew that at the end of the darkened corridor stood a plain, iron-wrought door. Behind the door, the long staircase leading to the imperial dungeons.


    The stairs seemed to go on forever. It was as if we descended deep into the heart of the mountain upon which the palace was built.


    I expected it to be chilly, but the heat in the dungeon was oppressive. Slight tremors shook the earth as we walked. I have to admit I felt fear at that moment, being led toward the gods knew what horrors were hidden down here.


    "Brought you another one for the luxury suite." The voice of the General was rough and mocking, his grip firm on my arm as he led me down the corridors. The man sitting on the rickety chair in the sparse room was so ugly and misshapen he could only be the jailor.


    "Good." The jailor inspected me thoroughly, his hands running over my body—even places no sane person hid things.


    "He's clean." He was not a talkative man, though perhaps that had something to do with the thick band of scar tissue running across his neck.


    I felt my fine robes being ripped from me. By the time the man was done, I stood in nothing more than my undertunic. "Throw him in with the other one."


    I was given no time to ponder who 'the other one' was. The meaty hands of my misshapen jailor thrust me towards a heavy door at the far end of the room.


    The general followed, keeping a hand close to the sword at his side. "You might want to worry about what you'll say to the gods when you meet them on the morrow. Sleep well, my lord."


    He shoved me hard, and I fell onto the hard dirt floor. I heard his mocking laughter ring in the corridor as the door clanged shut behind me. I was plunged into darkness.


    I sat for a long moment, letting my eyes adjust to the gloom of the cell. A thin ribbon of light streamed from beneath the door, nowhere near enough to make out any details of the prison in which I found myself.


    Reaching out blindly in the darkness, I searched for a wall. When my fingers touched on damp, hot stone, I groped my way along the edge of the cell—attempting to define my surroundings through touch now that my eyes would be useless.


    My foot struck a hard wooden frame, and I cursed in the darkness. "Every gods damned time. Why is it always the little toe that suffers?" I felt around the bed, searching for a blanket.


    My hands closed around soft, warm flesh. The person on the bed stirred sleepily, and I felt the body beneath me stiffen at my touch.


    I instantly recognized the imperious, commanding tone. "Release me this instant, or you will lose the hand." Even in this forlorn, lightless cell, she was as domineering as ever.


    "My Empress?"


    "D-Deucalion? What are you doing here?"


    "I have been invited to stay, courtesy of the new king."


    "King? What nonsense is this?"


    In the minutes that followed, I filled her in on all that had happened since she had been taken last night.


    "Armark has invaded the city? The bastard! I'll have his liver fed to him while his ribs are plucked out one by one. I'll…"


    What followed was one of the most horrifically creative deaths I had heard described in my life. I shuddered to think of anyone enduring the torment streaming from the usually refined mouth of the empress.


    "I doubt very much that the Lord Armark will enjoy testicle soufflé with eyeball garnish anytime soon, Empress. He has the nobles and lords of the city behind him."


    "Surely the people of Atlantis are still loyal to their Empress."


    "They believe you dead, my lady. The High Priest claims to have seen you killed in the riot at the Temple. His men swear that it was by my hand, for which I am to be executed upon the morrow. I am told by the 'king' that it will be nearly as creative as the death that you have just described."


    "The people think me dead. Lord Armark upon the throne. The city in the hands of the Carnalian Army. Oh, Deucalion, what are we to do?"


    I heard the despair in her voice, but refused to allow her to give in to it. "My Empress, I know things seem bleak right now, but I have no doubt we will be freed once the Nightstalkers find us."


    "With Kathriss and Eriesa dead, only Vannen and a handful of others remain in the city. How will they-?"


    "Vannen has joined the ranks of the dead, and good riddance."


    "What does that mean?"


    "The bastard was the illegitimate son of the good 'king'." I heard her quiet gasp. "He was the one behind the attempts on your life, my own, and the lives of all accompanying us on our journey to Bermuda. He killed Phoris. He was responsible for the riots that occupied the Mountain Guard, opening the way for Lord Armark to take the city."


    "Vannen? The son of Lord Armark?" Her voice fell silent for a few moments. "Yes, I can see the resemblance, however slight it may be. No wonder we never saw those two in the same room."


    It was an odd statement, yet true. Vannen had always taken care to be absent when the Lord Armark was present.


    "But, thankfully, the captain and his company have returned from their mission."


    "I had wondered about that, Deucalion. It has been weeks since I have laid eyes on any of the men that are never far from your side."


    "It all stems from a promise, Empress. A promise I made to a man I called my brother…"


    I told her about Phoris' final words to me, of how he had made me promise to bring his sister to the city to protect her. I failed to mention that he had wanted me to marry her—some things are best left unsaid.


    I described how the Lady Phorenice had been captured by the savages, and how the captain had led the men on a rescue mission.


    "You mean you sent your men knowing they would be killed?"


    "Empress, I sent no one. I would have gladly gone, but they refused to allow me. Each and every one of them volunteered for the task."


    "Truly, your men are a marvel, Deucalion."


    "I have only my brother Phoris to blame for the loyalty my men carry towards me."


    "No, Deucalion, you sell yourself short. I saw how the men looked to you as we traveled, how they deferred to your orders, watched out for your safety."


    I was completely caught off guard by her words.


    "I know your title of Commander was a formality at first, Deucalion, but over the years I have seen you win the hearts of each one of your men. Our journey cemented the bond between you and the men you call your Nightstalkers. The way you risked your life to save them, time and time again. That, good Deucalion, earned you their respect, and their camaraderie."


    "My Empress honors me with her words." My cheeks were hot, and I was glad for the darkness to hide my embarrassment.


    "Oh, foolish Deucalion, look around you. Enough with the formalities, with the titles. Tonight, in this humble prison cell, I am Empress no more, and you are no longer the fool-headed Chancellor that has made such a mockery of Imperial life. I am simply a woman, and you are simply a man. No more."


    Her words made me acutely aware of the fact that I was a man, alone in a darkened room with a supremely attractive woman.


    My body responded to her words, and I moved away from her—embarrassed by my uncontrollable arousal.


    "Come, Deucalion. If you are truly to die in the morning, why not make the most of your final night on this earth?"


    "My lady, there is none other with whom I would wish to spend my last night."


    Our hands met in the darkness, an odd sensation that sent a thrill of pleasure through my body. Fingers intertwined with each other, arms reached out to wrap around warm bodies. I held her close, feeling the softness of her skin against mine as we sat in the darkness.


    I inhaled deeply, taking in her scent. It was beautiful, simple. None of the costly perfumes that had adorned her remained after a day spent in this hole. It was the smell of her skin, her hair, her natural scent that met my nose.


    It is perfect.


    "Deucalion?" Her words were quiet, with a hint of confusion—not what I was expecting given our present circumstances.


    "Empress?"


    "I must ask you a question, and I require an honest answer. The last request from an Empress to her Chancellor."


    "Ask, Empress. You have my word that I will give you the truth, no matter what the cost."


    The silence in the room dragged on as she hesitated. "It was you who saved me that night, wasn't it?"


    "Empress?" My mind was empty save for the sensation of her body against mine.


    "That night I was rescued by a Nightstalker—the man you called Egad. It was actually you."


    It was less a question than a statement.


    "Yes, Empress, it was. How did you know?"


    "I can't quite explain it. All I know is that when I am near you, I feel safe. I felt that security on the night that you rescued me, and I feel it now."


    I had no words, no response. What could I say?


    "Tell me, Deucalion, why did you deceive me and tell me it was Egad?"


    "Truthfully, Empress, I do not know. I would have told you the truth, but something within me stopped the words from coming out." How could I explain that my tongue had been tied by an unexplainable force from deep in my heart? It had not been the time, that much I had known.


    "I forgive you for your deceit, Deucalion." Her voice was soft, gentle. "Truly, I am glad to find out that it was you that saved me. You have saved me over and over again, always without me knowing. That is what makes you the man that I chose to be my Chancellor, my protector."


    I felt her lean forwards, pressing her body into mine. Soft, yielding flesh felt wonderful against my bare skin.


    "I will never be able to thank you for all that you have done for me, Deucalion. You are a man like no other."


    Her lips were dangerously close to mine as she whispered. I held back for a long moment, hoping against hope that she would close the distance between us.


    She did.


    

  


  
    Chapter 6


    


    We lay in the darkness of the prison cell, our bodies entwined. Sweat ran down our naked flesh, the exertions of our passion a delicious break from the harsh reality around us.


    "Why me, Empress?"


    "Why you what, Deucalion?" Her voice was soft, tender. The haughty, imperious Empress had disappeared in the space of a few heartbeats, and she had become the women that—deep down inside me—I had always been in love with.


    "Why choose me as your Chancellor? I have always wondered why you selected me instead of the many far more capable lords in your Empire. Why not Barkan, Berga, Ectallus, or any of the others? Why choose a simple Historian to serve by your side?"


    I felt her body conform to mine as I held her close. Her skin was warm to the touch, the afterglow of our lovemaking still rushing through our veins.


    "Since the day we met all those years ago, Deucalion, I knew I could trust you. Chancellor Adret told me there was no man better-suited to the role than you, and I saw his words ring true every time we spoke."


    I ran my hands along the soft curve of her hips, feeling bumps rise in response to my touch.


    "But beyond that, Deucalion, I have always known somewhere deep within that you were marked for greatness. I wanted to be next to that greatness whenever it manifested itself, and now I am."


    "Greatness, Empress? Look around you."


    I felt her shift in the darkness, turning to face me. Her fingertips were soft against my chest, igniting fires in the mark burned into the skin. When she spoke her voice was deadly serious.


    "The fire I feel in your chest, it is the mark of the God, is it not?"


    "Yes, it is." I couldn't hide the surprise in my voice. It was the last thing I expected her to ask about.


    "Don't sound so shocked, Deucalion. You're not as special as you might think."


    She took my hand in hers, and placed it on her upper back. I felt the contour of her shoulder blade, the soft skin, and…


    The raised flesh of a scar!


    "You're marked too? How…?When…?" Words refused to form themselves in my stuttering mouth.


    "That night in Bermuda, the night you took off after your…episode in my room." I remembered riding hard out of the city to escape the hidden horrors of the house. "That night, the giant came to see me. He told me he had a message for me, and showed me a book."


    I dimly remembered seeing a book, but the words written on the page were burned into my memory. They burst from my lips with a power beyond my control.


    "Then shall the earth be shaken and the high places shall fall into the sea. The earth shall swallow up the habitations of men, and the waters shall cover their dwellings. None shall live-"


    "-save those that bear the mark of the God upon them." The Empress spoke the words written on the page.


    Silence fell in the room as I digested what she had said. "So that night, Brennd came to see you, and you saw the vision?"


    "Aye, I did. I climbed a tall mountain to escape the disaster below, and a man fled the city alongside me."


    "A woman traveled alongside me as I climbed to safety. Could it be…?"


    I felt her nod. "We are destined to escape the coming doom together. Whatever happens, we are to live. That much I know."


    I could feel it in my heart as well. As surely as I had known the Empress had lived, I knew that I would not die tomorrow.


    "And you were marked that night?"


    "Yes, the same as you, I believe."


    "Why have you never told me before, my lady? After all these weeks…"


    "The same reason you never told me, I believe. After all, Deucalion, who would believe such wild tales? Imagine if word spread that the Empress was losing her mind. Just as her father, many would have whispered. It would have been the beginning of the end. Besides, something stopped me from telling you, even when I tried to speak the words."


    I remembered the same force binding the words in my mouth when I had tried to speak of the mark to the others. Only Phoris had known before he died, and only today had I been able to tell Murgen and the others.


    "So, we are marked by the same God, my lady. We have been chosen, together."


    "That we have, Deucalion."


    No more was said that night. Somehow, we were comforted in the knowledge that the walls around us were not to be our final resting place on this earth. We were marked by the God, and that was enough.


    The darkness around us was meant to be terrifying, but the total absence of light was oddly comforting.


    Our marks flared dimly in the gloom, providing enough light for what we did that night. We were man and women—no longer Empress and Chancellor. We were joined in our acceptance of what was to come, in our trust that the God had something in mind for us.


    It made our passion fiercer, hotter. The flame burning within us set our bodies and spirits on fire as we once again were joined as one.


    When we had finished, we rested in each other's arms.


    Sleep came quietly, peacefully.
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    The sound of booted feet tramping towards the door woke us from our peaceful rest. I disentangled myself from the warm body of the Empress, and climbed to my feet, ready for whatever would come through that door.


    A key turned in the lock, and the door was thrown open. Dim torchlight from the hall beyond blinded me, and I shielded my eyes as the room filled with the light of a lantern.


    Rough hands grasped my arms, and a kick sent me to my knees before I could offer resistance.


    "I have dreamed of this day for years, Lord Deucalion." The slimy voice of the rotund High Priest came from far too close for my comfort.


    "I would much rather avoid being part of your deviant fetishes, if it's all the same to you, Priest."


    "A sharp tongue this one has, does he not, my King?"


    "Aye." The deep voice of Lord Armark—now calling himself King—responded. "Today's spectacle will see that tongue removed from his mouth in a most pleasurable fashion." I could make out the flash of his teeth as he smiled. It was a wicked smile. "Pleasurable for us, at least. Not very enjoyable for the Chancellor, I fear."


    "Armark." The Empress' voice sounded from behind me. It was truly the voice of the Immortal Empress—cool, calm, commanding. "Release us at once."


    "Unfortunately for you, my lady, you are in no position to issue any commands. You are dead to all but those you see around you, and there is no one to come to your aid."


    "Your threats are hollow, Lord Armark. I rule in Atlantis. I am the Empress."


    "Empress no longer, my lady. And it is King Armark now. I hold the throne." He turned on her, a malicious grin breaking out on his face. "You will soon share the same fate as your lord father—one I would only wish on the very worst of my enemies."


    "Beware your words, Lord Armark." Her tone was sharp enough to flay flesh from bone.


    "Or what, Empress? You can do as little to stop me from causing your death as your lord father could prevent his own." His smile grew as he saw the look in her eyes. "Oh yes, my lady, I can see the wheels turning in your head."


    He stalked towards her. Without her imperial robes, she was little more than a women—one slight of frame and wearing very little to cover her nakedness. He towered over her as he spoke.


    "You have always suspected your father's death was more than simple madness, and you would be right, my lady. It was the hand of my fat friend here that made it all possible, you see. A simple poison created by the sadistic brothers in the temple of Togan that slowly twisted the mind of your beloved father. Years passed, and he did not die. It was more enjoyable to see the old bastard descend into madness."


    "You cowardly traitor, Armark." She lunged towards him, but fell back with a cry as he backhanded her casually in the face.


    "Traitor to the House of Tah, perhaps, but not traitor to the Empire of Atlantis." His eyes darkened, and I saw pure hatred in his eyes. "For too long, the House of Tah has held power in Atlantis, weakening the country through their treaties, their diplomacy, their attempts to sue for peace."


    He stepped back, gesturing wildly with his hands as his voice rose in volume.


    "We sit in the capital of the mightiest nation in the world, Empress. Our creations far surpass those of any other province, and we could rule the world with an iron fist. But no,"—he hissed at her, stepping forward to place his face mere inches from hers—"the House of Tah is content to remain at peace with the world. They remain within their borders, avoid wars with weak nations just waiting to be conquered."


    His eyes burned with a fervor—the will to rule is strong in this one.


    "No longer, my lady. Today marks the day Atlantis begins its conquest of the world. Within a generation, the Empire of Atlantis will span the entire globe. We will rule supreme, and the House of Tah will be forgotten as the House of Armark rises." His voice turned mocking. "And it's all thanks to the Empress herself. Only because of her actions is all of this possible."


    "What do you mean, Armark?"


    "The mighty Tatho wishes to hear an explanation? Well, let it never be said that the King was ungracious to his subjects before they were killed!" He bared his teeth in a feral grin.


    Reaching into a purse by his side, he pulled forth a piece of Imperial gold. It bore the mark of the Imperial treasury.


    "This, Empress, is your undoing. This little coin—and thousands of others just like it—have brought the mighty House of Tah to their knees."


    Smiling wickedly, he leaned his back against the wall as he spoke. The Empress' face showed her stunned surprise as her mind raced. I saw the look change to sinking disbelief as she understood.


    "Your petition for gold from the Imperial treasury."


    "Indeed, my Empress truly is perceptive. Yes, Empress, there never was any scarcity of ore in the Carnalian mines. To be truthful, the mines are richer than ever!"


    "So, you obtained Imperial gold, to spend on the army needed to capture Atateide?"


    "Very astute, my lady. Mercenaries do cost an awful lot, you know." His grin widened as he continued. "Of course, I didn't ask for gold just to raise an army of my own. The petition made it possible to draw the Imperial Army from the capital. After all, a portion of the gold went to the savages from the lands beyond the border."


    "The savages?"


    "Why would the savages invade Atlantis, but only far enough to capture two cities? Cities which, I must point out, easily were recaptured?"


    "You needed the Imperial Army out of the city. It would be easier for you to capture it without General Berga and the Captain-General present."


    "They could raise the defenses of the city in time to make capturing it much more difficult. Not that I mind spending the lives of my army, but appearances are everything, my Empress." He spoke her title with mockery in his voice.


    "You would be seen attempting a coup, whereas now you are heralded as the savior of the city."


    "My Empress, even with your pet fool here,"—he delivered a savage kick to my ribs as he spoke—"you reach the heart of the matter with alacrity."


    I spoke through the pain in my side. "And you were responsible for the death of the Captain-General."


    "Aye, Lord Chancellor. One my agents was instrumental in eliminating the man, effectively crippling the army and keeping them in the field long enough for me to take control of the city."


    "And with his death, the title of ruler of Ducasia fell to the Lady Phorenice—whom you plan to wed."


    "Do I see a hint of jealousy in your eyes, Deucalion? Did you have plans for the woman yourself?" He leered at me, following up his remark with a kick to the stomach. "Your plans are come to naught, fool. She will be mine, and I will have Ducasia." He placed his face uncomfortably close to mine. I could feel his breath hot on my face as he hissed at me. "And with Ducasia, the Empire!"


    I fought to breathe, my stomach aching where the steel-toed boots of the Lord Armark had struck me. The empress spoke up—if only to prevent Armark from inflicting further misery upon me in his rage.


    "But how did you take the city so easily, my lord? The Protectors of the Body-"


    "Paid handsomely, my Empress." The High Priest spoke up for the first time since Armark had begun his rant. "The donations of the devout have done wonders for the Empire."


    Listening to him made me ill. Even Armark is preferable to this sickening creature. I knew what lived within the shell that had once been a man.


    Armark spoke once more. "And now, my Empress, you know exactly how you have been led to your own demise. It is thanks to you and this babbling idiot here that Atlantis will move forward into a new age of conquest. I suppose the Empire owes you a debt of thanks for that."


    He motioned for the guard to release me. I doubled over, gagging and struggling to catch my breath.


    "Unfortunately, no one will ever know that you still live, and the only man who can ever pass on the tale dies today." He stooped to leer over me where I lay, every trace of the civil "King" gone in an instant as the man beneath was revealed. "Enjoy your last hours of freedom with your painted cunt, Deucalion. Your death will be long, and by the gods it will be painful."


    The iron door clanged shut behind him with a ring of finality.


    It was hard to speak, but I forced myself to utter a few sarcastic words—for the empress' sake. "Well, that could have gone better."


    She rushed over to me, kneeling beside me.


    "Are you alright, Deucalion?"


    "Aye, my lady, I will live." I felt the tender spot where the boot had connected with my stomach. "Though I fear an execution will spoil my good looks." I gave her a weak smile.


    "We cannot have that, Deucalion. I will not let you be executed, not by that bastard traitorous swine."


    "I suppose my Empress has suggestions of how we can escape? I find myself falling sadly short on plans at the moment. My attention seems to be concentrated on breathing."


    She winced at some unseen pain, and I felt fire spread through my chest as she spoke. "I think, Deucalion, our escape is not far off."
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    "Well, that took you long enough."


    Derchon stared at me in surprise. "You mean to tell me you've been expecting me?"


    "Aye, something like that."


    Long minutes had passed after we felt the fire coursing through the mark of the God burned into our bodies. All had been silent, and we had strained our ears to detect even the slightest sound.


    Neither of us were surprised to hear the sound of a heavy body hitting the floor immediately outside our cell. A moment later, I had heard the "clang" of the locking mechanism on the cell door being opened by a nightstalker. The little device was incredibly effective at opening doors that were locked.


    Derchon had entered the cell, and I could see the small shape of Traga immediately behind him. The little man stooped over the misshapen body of the jailer on the floor, pulling the bloodied dagger from the man's neck.


    "Enough gawking, Deucalion. Empress." The man sketched a deep bow.


    "For now, Derchon, we can dispense with the 'Empress'."


    "As you wish, my lady." He cast a nervous glance over his shoulder at the sound of booted feet rushing down the stairs. "If you will excuse me just a moment."


    "Wait!" I called after him. "You can't leave me here without a weapon."


    Traga slipped into the cell beside me, handing me the sword that was part of his Nightstalker ensemble.


    "Never could use the damned thing properly. Always preferred the shorter blades, myself." The little man held up the two bloodstained blades in his hands. His eyes twinkled with murderous mischief.


    "Don't think for a moment that you are going to rush out there and heroically battle your way free of this prison, Deucalion." The empress' voice was harsh, effectively quashing any thoughts of heroics I might have had.


    Traga echoed her thoughts. "Not in those clothes, at least, Commander." I noticed once again that I wore nothing but a thin undertunic. "That sword is for 'just in case,' sir. I'd thank you to stay here."


    He turned and charged down the hall, running towards the bottom of the stairs where Derchon stood locked in battle with a handful of guards.


    The skills of the Nightstalkers never ceased to amaze me, even after I had fought beside them on so many occasions.


    Derchon moved with a grace and skill I knew I would never achieve. His broadsword sliced through his opponents with ease, and not a single blade touched him as he fought.


    Traga threw blades he produced from the God knew where around his person. I counted nearly a dozen before he leapt forward to use the long two knives he gripped in his hands.


    It was over in under a minute. Derchon stood breathing heavily, his arms covered in blood to the elbows. Traga moved among the fallen soldiers, plucking his blades from unmoving bodies.


    Derchon hurried towards us, a tone of urgency in his voice. "Commander, my lady, I hear more soldiers coming. We have but a few moments before they reach us. If we are to escape, we must hurry."


    "But to where, Derchon?" The empress looked around her wildly. All she could see was doors leading to more locked cells.


    "Here, my lady." He sprinted towards a seemingly random door and wrenched it open.


    Within, the cell was dark and empty. It was no different than the one in which we had spent the night. "Now what, Derchon?"


    "Respectfully, Commander, shut up."


    I obeyed his order as he moved towards the wall on the far end of the room.


    He felt around for a long moment, fingers scrabbling on the wall. Smiling, he looked at me with a cocky grin as he pushed.


    My jaw hit my chest as I cell wall slid open without a sound. Not even the noise of stone grating on stone could be heard.


    He pulled the nighstalker from his pouch and triggered the little beam of light with the flick of a switch.


    "Commander, Empress, welcome to the secret tunnels of the Imperial Palace."


    

  


  
    Chapter 7


    


    The darkness around us was stifling, the heat oppressive as we ran. I felt the walls of the secret passage press in on me. It took all of my willpower to keep pace with Derchon. My mind shouted at me to run as fast as I could before the mountain collapsed on my head.


    The nightstalker in Derchon's hand cast just enough light to see the smooth floor of the tunnel. It sloped gently upwards, and my legs soon burned from the exertion.


    "Just a few more minutes, and we'll reach the others, sir." Derchon's voice was oddly quiet, though that could have something to do with the pounding of my heart in my chest.


    "Good." I sounded like I was being strangled.


    "I had forgotten how little you liked enclosed spaces, sir."


    "What?" I was certain that I had hidden my fear of being walled in.


    He said nothing, but continued moving.


    "These passages lead through the Palace, don't they?"


    "Aye." Derchon's voice was quiet.


    I turned to the empress moving quietly along behind me. "This is how you escaped the Palace that night without Kathriss and Eriesa noticing, isn't it."


    "Yes." Her voice was calm, unworried. "My father showed me the secret ways in and out of the imperial chambers when I was still young. He told me I might need them one day." Her hand was warm in my own. It was where it belonged.


    We are where we are supposed to be. It was a surprisingly comforting thought. I squeezed her hand reassuringly, and I felt her hand return the gesture.


    Together, we ran along behind Derchon, following him towards…Freedom, I hoped. Traga had fallen back, ensuring the passage closed behind us.


    "Slow." Derchon held up a hand. His voice had fallen to a whisper, barely audible even in the total stillness of the secret passage.


    He pressed an ear to the wall of the tunnel, listening to whatever lay on the other side. He turned to me.


    "Here, take this." I felt the small palm-sized device being passed into my hand. "Know how to use it?"


    "Aye." Phoris had spent hours teaching me the secrets of the nightstalker.


    "Good. Look here."


    He pointed to a spot on the wall, no different from the rest. When I placed my eye to it, I was shocked by what I saw.


    The wall—solid stone, by all appearances—was dotted with small holes. The latticework of pinpoints made it possible to see what lay on the other side. Two guards stood with their backs to us, another strolling nearby.


    "Three." I whispered as silently as I could. I wasn't entirely certain they couldn't hear us through the wall.


    "Use the nightstalker's dart to take out the moving guard. I'll handle the two in front of the door."


    I nodded at him before extinguishing the small beam of light shining from the nightstalker.


    He counted quietly, and on the whispered "three" pushed the mechanism that would open the door in the secret passage.


    It slid open noiselessly. The two guards just feet away were unaware that we stood immediately behind them.


    I didn't wait for Derchon's command, but triggered the nightstalker to release its single missile. The little projectile flew true, striking the strolling guard in the neck.


    He had no time to register the pain of the impact. The poison coating the dart immediately paralyzed his vocal cords, stopping him from crying out. I knew it would spread through the rest of his body in seconds. By the time a minute had ticked by, it would have reached his heart.


    Derchon leapt from the passage towards the guard on his side, plunging a small dagger noiselessly into the back of the man's throat. The dying guard gurgled, which unfortunately attracted the attention of the man standing beside him.


    I saw him open his mouth to raise an alarm, and knew I had to act quickly. Pressing the button that would release the small push dagger built into the nightstalker, I punched the man in the throat. I pushed hard, feeling the little blade slice through gristle.


    He clutched at my hand, struggling to breathe. I saw life fade from his eyes, my hand still at his throat—pushing the dagger deeper as he slumped.


    "Well done, Deucalion." Derchon's whisper was exultant. "Phoris trained you well."


    "My time spent training wasn't entirely wasted, Derchon."


    Between us, we dragged the three bodies into the secret passage. The corpse of the guard struck by the dart had already stiffened. Damn, that's a truly nasty poison!


    "Good." Derchon scanned the empty corridors. "Now comes the hard part."


    We were in a section of the palace I was very familiar with—the imperial library. It was rarely patrolled, but the fact that we had encountered these three guards meant that the entire palace would be filled with the soldiers of Carnalia.


    "We need to get across the Library quickly, without being discovered. The Captain and the others are waiting for us by the hidden door."


    It was a favorite escape of mine—shown to me by my predecessor, Lord Adret, during my years serving as the Imperial Historian. The hidden door led into a small garden, and thence through a postern gate that had allowed me to leave the Palace unseen on many an occasion.


    "Good. I know the best way to go." I took the lead.


    I knew this library better than any of the Nightstalkers. I had spent hours walking amongst the shelves, searching for obscure tomes and reference books at the command of Lord Adret.


    The high shelves provided us concealment as we moved, but we had a lot of ground to cover. The Imperial Library was larger even than that of the great city of Alexandria, with millions of scrolls, books, and dusty old tomes filling thousands of shelves.


    My heart pounded with each step, but the warm hand of the empress in mine was reassuring. It stilled my nerves, cleared my head, and gave me a clarity of thought I didn't know I possessed.


    It felt like hours had passed by the time we finally sprinted through the last stack of between us and the hidden door at the rear of the Library. Murgen's broad face broke out in a huge, welcoming grin as he saw us.


    "Empress, it is good to see you less dead than our new 'king' proclaimed. Deucalion, glad you didn't get yourself killed."


    "It was a close thing, good Murgen." A hint of the old empress still remained.


    I wasn't thrilled by his lack of confidence in me. "I'd like to think that I came to pre-rescue the Empress."


    He rolled his eyes as he pulled the lever behind the nearby bookshelf. The hidden door slid open silently, revealing the anxious faces of the Captain, Traga, and the last remaining Nightstalkers.


    I nodded at each of them, greeting them as my brothers. They truly are my brothers, the last men in this city I can trust.


    Though, after finding out Vannen's true identity, it was difficult to trust any one of them completely. Not even the ones who had saved my life time and time again.


    "Come, Deucalion, Empress. We have to get out of here quickly." The captain motioned for us to follow as he raced down the passage.


    "All clear, Captain." Malek stood at the far end of the escape route, the door leading into the gardens held open just enough for him to peer out.


    "Good. Traga, you're in the lead."


    The little rat-faced man stepped forward, a pair of daggers appearing in his hands as he pushed through the doorway and into the bright morning sun of the gardens.


    One by one, we slipped out, cautiously peering in every direction as we ran through the empty gardens. I whispered a silent prayer of thanks to the God for allowing us to escape.


    A sudden pressure squeezed my chest, and I fell to my knees, unable to breathe. I gasped for air, the mark burning with a fire so hot I couldn't stop myself from gasping in pain.


    "Commander!" Murgen's voice barely registered through my agony.


    I felt the empress' hand in mine, burning with a fire mirroring my own. Her body slumped beside mine, her breath coming in labored gasps.


    "Can you feel that pain, Deucalion? Isn't it glorious!" The voice of the High Priest of Togan floated towards us.


    The men around me whirled, weapons held at the ready. The porcine priest strolled calmly from behind a hedge, his Temple Guard flanking him on all sides.


    The small garden filled rapidly. Through the pain, I noticed booted feet trampling colorful flowers and perfectly trimmed bushes. The beauty around me was corrupted by the very presence of the High Priest—or the creature possessing him.


    The burning in my chest persisted, but I forced myself to my feet. I stared the fat bastard straight in the eyes. Horror flowed through me as I saw behind his eyes.


    Up close, the demon within the man was even more terrifying than it had been in the temple. Long, hideous fangs dripped blood, and razor sharp claws tipped too-long fingers with too many joints.


    It was horrible to behold, and I shrank back from the sight of the hellish creature of nightmare. I felt the empress' hand turn to ice in my own, and I knew she saw the demon as well.


    The pain intensified a thousandfold, and I fell to the floor in agony. My cries of pain mingled with those of the empress.


    "That mark you bear is nothing, little mortal." The voice coming from Orgas' mouth was far from than human. I wondered if any of the others could hear it. "I am suffering, I am agony. I will shred your flesh from your bones, rip your soul into a million shards."


    The laughter coming from the creature's mouth was horrifying, and I clamped my hands over my ears to prevent my senses from being torn apart.


    "That, foolish man, is the power of my god. You are nothing, just like your god is nothing. In this world, I rule supreme." Orgas stroked the ring on his finger. I noticed it for the first time, saw the mark it bore. The same mark burned into Vannen's chest.


    The fat priest raised his voice. "Bow before me, fools, and I may decide to make your suffering short and your death quick. Or not…"


    I saw blood-tinged spittle drip from the fangs of the demon behind the High Priest's eyes. Lust filled the face of the shell that had once been the High Priest, and I saw death written in his gaze—my death, the death of the empress beside me, and the deaths of every one of my friends.


    Rage filled me, fusing with the fire burning hot in my chest. The pain was unbearable, and yet somehow I bore it.


    Pushing myself from the ground with every ounce of my strength, I forced my legs to stop shaking as I found my feet. Tall and proud, looking death straight in the eyes, I stood.


    A force strained to unleash itself from within me, and I felt as if my ribs were about to explode.


    The words spilled from my mouth beyond my control. "High Priest of a false god, you have been weighed in the balance and found wanting. Your hands are stained with the blood of countless innocents, and their deaths are on your head. Your judgment is upon you, and woe to you. The judgment of the God comes upon you slowly, but it will grind you as a fine dust."


    I felt my hands rise into the air, but my movements were not my own. Something from inside me controlled me—a power that moved me like a puppet.


    My eyes locked onto the inky blackness within the High Priest, and I felt the demon possessing him quiver in fear.


    "Kill him!" the thing shrieked with Orgas' nasal voice.


    Only one man stepped forward to obey the priest. He fell to the ground, Traga's dagger buried in his eye.


    "Anyone else?" The rat-faced man smiled. It was a horrific smile, promising gruesome death to any who moved. "No takers?"


    I stared with eyes not my own into the heart of each Temple Guard surrounding us. Everywhere I turned, I saw darkness and twisted, inhuman evil. They are all possessed!


    "If any of you wish to surrender, do so now. Surrender to the power of the God Above All, and you will live this day. Throw down your weapons, and kneel."


    The demons within the temple's soldiers mocked me with hellish laughter.


    "Do not, and your judgment will be as merciless as that of the man you follow."


    Not a sound came from the unmoving Temple Guards. Their faces were hard, their hearts even harder.


    "Upon your heads, so be it."


    My Nightstalkers nervously looked around, wary of the men surrounding them. The first Temple Guard to move would die, but I knew we were sorely outnumbered.


    My arms lifted towards the heavens, my eyes locked onto the sky above me. The beautiful blue of the endless, cloudless sky. I closed my eyes, felt a breeze ruffle my clothes.


    I opened my mouth in a wordless shout, and the power ripped from within me with such force that I gasped in shock. What started out as a gentle breeze soon whipped into a storm of such immense force I feared I would be blown away. The wind rushed around me, surrounding me and those around me in a protective wall of power.


    The wall of dust, grass, and debris kicked up by the gale moved outwards, rushing towards the Temple Guards surrounding us. They shielded their eyes with their hands, but to no avail.


    I heard the first scream of terror as a man was lifted from where he stood by the High Priest's side. One by one, the Temple Guards were plucked from their feet as if by a giant hand. The wind swirled around us, ever increasing in speed. Faster and faster the wind blew, and the possessed men were cast away by the teeth of the storm.


    Laughter spilled from my lips as I felt the power of the God unleashed on these men, these wicked men who had surrendered to demons. They had earned their just desserts this day, and I felt a surge of vindication as the earth was cleansed of the evildoers.


    The wind died down as quickly as it had picked up, until it was no more than a wafting breeze through once-beautiful gardens. The garden was empty, save for one man.


    The High Priest stood, his eyes wild and his rich robes torn. He was alone, every man once standing beside him now carried away by the gale. Yet still he stood, defiance written on his face.


    His laughter was mocking, inhuman. "Your God is puny. He has no power here, as you can see. I-"


    The air was split with such force that my eardrums nearly burst. The air was electrified, the raw power still hovering around me. Even the slightest movement set my skin tingling.


    The sudden surge of light had blinded me, and it took long moments for my vision to clear.


    "By the gods!"


    I heard Traga's oath of surprise, heard the others around me muttering with awe.


    Where the High Priest had been moments earlier, a massive hole had been scorched into the ground. There was no sign of a body. In the still smoking crater lay the only testament that the man had ever existed: the twisted, burned lump of metal that had been the ring on his finger.
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    For long moments we stood, rooted to the spot by the sheer magnitude of what had just happened.


    "Well, fuck me with a sharpened tent peg and call me 'princess'. What in the hells was that? "Traga's colorful question rang out in the silence, but it sounded distant through the ringing in my ears.


    The empress' voice was soft and filled with awe as she answered. "The power of the God."


    I heard Murgen whisper beside me. "Lightning from a cloudless sky. I'll be damned…"


    The captain was the first to come to his senses. "Enough." His words were curt. "We have to move now, before anyone comes to see what happened."


    "Aye." Derchon echoed his thoughts. "The Carnalians must be on their way right now. We have to hurry."


    His words spurred us all to action, and we sprinted towards freedom.


    I felt as if I flew through the air as I ran, the empress' hand once again in mine. My muscles pumped with near superhuman power, but the blond giant's huge legs outpaced us all.


    "Murgen, get that gate open now!"


    Murgen fumbled around for his nightstalker, found it, and inserted it into the lock.


    A figure leapt from the bushes by the gate, swinging a heavy sword at the big man's head. Murgen ducked beneath the blow and reached out to wrap massive fingers around the man's neck. With a quick flexing of his powerful muscles, he snapped it with an audible "crack".


    Another figure sprinted from the bushes immediately beside him, out of Murgen's field of vision.


    "Murgen!" My shout caused him to turn towards me, instead of towards the man rushing at him.


    I saw the sword descend slowly, felt the jolting sensation in my arm as it sliced through the thick muscle, tendons, and bones of Murgen's forearm.


    Malek's arrow took the man in the throat a fraction of a second too late.


    The big man slumped to his knees, eyes wide in disbelief as he stared at the empty arm where his hand used to be.


    I rushed towards him, falling to my knees by his side. Blood spurted from the wound, flowing onto the floor far too fast. "If we don't stop the bleeding soon, he'll be dead in minutes."


    A commanding voice rang out. "Thank you for saving me the trouble of a public execution, my Lord Deucalion. It is so much more convenient just to kill you right here and now."


    My heart sank as I saw the company of soldiers surround us, the newly proclaimed king of Atlantis at their head.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 8


    


    "I see your band of fools has returned, though not all. I take it your fool's errand to the land of the savages was successful?"


    The self-styled king strode towards us confidently. His men moved in step behind him. Within seconds, we were surrounded. Our only way of escape lay behind us, through the locked gate.


    "Tell me where you have hidden the Lady Phorenice, and I may allow you to die quickly." His gesture was meant to be that of a generous monarch, but to me it just looked foolish.


    He had callously ordered the deaths of those I had called friends, and now he spoke of the Lady Phorenice as if she was no more than a trophy to be claimed. I felt the rage once again as I answered.


    "How about I tell you where we've hidden the corpse of your bastard son, you traitor."


    He looked mildly surprised at my words. "You killed Vannen?"


    "Aye." A feral grin split my lips. "And how he suffered before he died."


    I expected some small glimpse of sorrow to cross his face. I was wrong.


    "Pity. The bastard was a useful tool." Shrugging carelessly, he continued speaking as if he had just been told a cheap toy had been broken. "But at least he did his job before you killed him."


    I was shocked to the core by his cruel carelessness upon hearing of the death of his bastard son. He dismisses Vannen as if the man was a speck of dust beneath his feet?


    "How can you cast away lives so carelessly? How many have you killed to achieve your ends?"


    His calm façade disappeared in an instant. He was transformed into the twisted, sadistic man I had known he was all along.


    "Thousands, you idiot. I have ordered the deaths of every one who stood in my way, and I will continue to kill to achieve the glory that is my destiny. There is no one I would hesitate to destroy should they come between me and my birthright."


    He ran a hand through his hair, smoothing it back as he restored the mask of peaceful dignity befitting a king.


    "That is why you will die this day, Empress. You and these fools who seek to protect you in vain."


    Angrion stepped forward, imposing himself between the empress and the army of Carnalia. "You may find we do not die as easily as you expect, my lord." The spear was held casually in his hand, but I could see the tension in every muscle in his body.


    "A brave sacrifice, noble Captain. But futile in the end." He gestured towards the men around him. "Kill them."


    With a flourish of his robe, the king of Atlantis strode away.


    "Face me like a man, you coward." I yelled after him, hoping to goad him into a fury. He ignored me as he strolled through the peaceful gardens—a stark contrast to the scene he left behind.


    The same general that had captured me in the throne room stepped forward, drawing his sword and gesturing towards us.


    "You heard the king, bring me their heads. A purse of gold to the man that slays the Empress. Long live the king!"


    With a cry, the army of Carnalia surged towards us.
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    "We could really use a bolt of lightning right about now, Commander!"


    Derchon grunted as a sword struck his armored shoulder. It failed to cut through the thick mail, but I knew it would leave a painful bruise. Ignoring the pain, he swung his sword with impressive force, slicing through the forearm of his assailant.


    The battle raged, and I had no time to pause as I fought for my life. We had managed to hold off our attackers for a few minutes, but I knew we were in danger of being overrun at any moment.


    "I wish I could do something about it, Derchon, but I'm a bit busy at the moment."


    "Any time now, Commander!" Traga danced between two oncoming soldiers, his daggers carving into exposed skin with ease. He bled from a half dozen wounds, a couple of which looked serious.


    Thrusting my sword deep into the chest of the nearest attacker, I stepped back from the fray. I was confident Angrion could hold the line of fighting men standing between the Carnalian Army and the empress.


    It went against every instinct I had developed through years of training, but I closed my eyes to shut out the world around me and stilled myself. The clash of battle was loud, but somehow I found the calm within me. I struggled to feel the power, desperately hoping the God that had marked me would see fit to deliver us once again.


    It was in vain. No power boiled over, no fire burned within my chest. No bolt of lightning struck from the cloudless sky, no sudden gust of wind blew away the men that threatened us.


    There was no power, just a knowledge that things were the way they were meant to be.


    I opened my mouth to call out to the men around me, but the rumbling of the ground cut me off.


    I found myself on my knees, struggling to stop myself from falling to the floor. The world shook, and I heard the earth around me groan. In a flash, I saw the quake from my vision.


    It's happening!


    Silence filled the garden around us as the tremor stopped. The Carnalians had been knocked to the floor by the tremor, and only the Nighstalkers remained on their feet


    Angrion turned to face me. "Commander, I-"


    A roar like the sound of a million explosions blasted in my ears. It filled my senses, nearly knocking my unconscious.


    Looking up, I saw the clear blue sky darken. A cloud of ash and dust covered the sun, and in moments night had blanketed our world.


    "What in the hells?" Traga's eyes widened. For the first time I saw fear written there.


    "The mountain spews forth its lifeblood." I heard terror in empress' voice. "It has been an age since great Teide last stirred."


    "The doom spoken of by the prophet has come to pass." My voice was filled with awe upon seeing the darkened sky, but the vision I had seen flashed before my eyes. The sky had darkened, ash falling like rain. This, then, is the beginning of the end of Atlantis.


    "On your feet, you bastards." I heard the Carnalian general shouting at his men.


    Slowly, hesitantly, the soldiers stood, staring at the sky. The general continued shouting, goading his men to action. "Kill them now. Eyes off the sky, and on the traitors in front of you."


    With an effort, the men wrested their attention away from their coming doom.


    I felt a hand on my arm, and I turned to look into the face of Captain Angrion. "Go."


    There was no hesitation in his voice as he spoke. It was a command, not one to be disobeyed.


    "Captain." I gripped his forearm, saying my final farewell to my brother. I saw a smile crease Derchon's face, and he returned my nod. Traga actually looked like he would cry as he turned away. One by one, I stared into the eyes of the men that had served with me for so long. My brothers.


    "Take him with you." The Captain motioned towards Murgen. The big man still knelt, visibly in shock from his injury.


    The empress had ripped the hem from her tunic, and had used it to bind the wound. The bleeding had slowed, but the big man would still be weak from blood loss.


    "Get up, Murgen." I shouted as I grabbed his huge arm. The rumbling of the earth around me drowned out my voice. His eyes fell on my face, but showed no sign of recognition.


    The captain stepped forward. "Murgen, go with them. Protect the Empress with your life."


    The man was in his agony, but the order somehow brought him back to life—at least enough to force him to move. He slowly climbed to his feet, cradling the amputated limb with his other hand.


    I rushed towards the door, our only way of escape. Murgen's severed hand still clutched the nightstalker in lifeless fingers. With effort, I pried open the stiffening digits and removed the little device.


    I flicked the switch that would release the lockbreaker. Inserting it into the keyhole, I pressed the button once more. I heard a loud "clank" as the lockbreaker expanded, smashing the mechanism and unlocking the gate.


    With a heave, I wrenched the door open. Good. The street beyond was empty, but I knew we had no time to waste.


    Herding the Empress and Murgen through the door, I took one last look at the men standing between our escape and the soldiers beyond.


    I was awestruck by the calm in their faces as they turned towards the onrushing army. That peace was the last thing I saw before I slammed the heavy door shut behind me.


    It was smiling and laughing that the Nightstalkers met their deaths. They died as true warriors of Atlantis.
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    Tears blurred my vision as I ran.


    I felt a pang in my heart, a fire burning beneath my skin. Every time one of my men died to give me a chance to escape with the empress, I felt their deaths mark my soul forever.


    Derchon. Angrion. Traga. Malek. One by one, my brothers fell.


    My steps were heavy as I followed the empress. Murgen's massive arms were slung over our shoulders, the man stumbling between with us as best he could. Loss of blood had made him weak. He's going to go into shock if he doesn't keep moving.


    "We have to get to the mountain, Empress. It's our only chance." I yelled to make my voice heard over the rumbling of Teide, over the screams of terror that filled the city.


    "Not yet, Deucalion. I have somewhere to go first." Try as I might, she would not be dissuaded. She led the way, pulling Murgen along with me as she ran.


    Her steps led us away from the palace, down the mountain, and toward the temple. We had ridden this way just days earlier, but the city was nearly unrecognizable.


    People flooded the streets, panicking and rioting in the chaos. The sky was dark, but myriad fires lit our way. The city around us burned, and still we fled away from safety.


    We pushed through the crowds around us, the empress confidently leading the way towards…where?


    When she turned off the main avenue, I immediately recognized our destination. The small alley led to a small door, the mysterious door behind which lay…what?


    "Wait here." Her words brooked no argument, the commanding empress once more. She rushed up the handful of steps, and pounded on the door with impressive strength. It opened after long seconds, and she pushed past the figure within.


    She emerged a few moments later, gripping the hand of a young boy. An even younger girl trailed behind them, eyes wide as she stared.


    The child looks just like her. "Empress-"


    Her glare cut off my words. "Grab one, and let's go!"


    I reached out to pick up the boy, but he clung to the empress' leg. The girl came into my arms willingly enough, so I cradled her as I ran. She clutched a cloth doll tightly to her chest. Murgen stared blankly at us, his eyes unseeing and his senses dulled by the pain.


    "Now we can go, Deucalion. Lead us to safety." The look on the empress' face showed the total confidence she had in me—a confidence that I didn't feel at the moment.


    "My lady, we must go up."
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    My lungs burned as I climbed, but still I pushed on. The girl whimpered as her arms clutched tight around my neck.


    The Empress was a step behind, the young boy running alongside her. His eyes were wide in terror as he stared up at the mountain belching smoke and ash, but he looked trustingly at the Empress. A son? How in the hells did I not know about this?


    Murgen stumbled along in our wake, his senses slowly returning. I had no doubt he was in agony, but I saw his eyes begin to register the chaos around him. The loss of his hand would be devastating, but he would not die this day.


    "Come, my lady, we must keep climbing."


    "I know, Deucalion, but I need to rest." We had been climbing for the better part of an hour, but had made little progress. The children slowed us down, forcing us to choose the safest routes to reach the mountain heights.


    "Soon, Empress. I will find us a place where we will be safe."


    My eyes swam for a moment, the vision I had had on the mountain flashing in front of me again.


    The small cave in the mountain, higher up. A place of peace, of darkness—a place to rest.


    "There is a cave a bit higher up, Empress. I promise we will rest there." Nodding at me, she bent to lift the small child by her side.


    A big hand on her shoulder stopped her. "Allow me, my lady."


    The empress nearly cried with relief as the huge blond man plucked the child from her, cradling the lad in his one good arm. He could carry the extra weight much more easily, his massive shoulders built for burdens.


    Fatigue was clearly written on every line of her face, in every muscle of her body. Yet she was the empress—or had been once. She refused to admit defeat, even when her own body was the source of her pain.


    "We climb then, Deucalion." She placed her hand on the head of the small girl in my arms, soothing her with a gentle kiss on a grubby, soot-stained cheek.


    Murgen returned my nod. "Commander." The man had returned. In the hours to come, I knew I would need his help if we were to make it out alive.
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    I was weary, oh so weary.


    The child in my arms had become a tiresome burden, but I could not allow myself to stop. We had to push on. Higher.


    Looking at the girl in my arms, I saw her mother in her face. The gentle lips, the high cheekbones, the small frame. It could only be Eriesa's daughter—a daughter I never knew she had.


    I stumbled, falling hard on my back as I twisted to avoid landing on the child. The fall knocked the breath from my lungs, and I felt strength drain from my muscles.


    The soft hand on my shoulder squeezed gently, comforting.


    "We're almost there, Deucalion."


    I looked up into the face of my empress. She smiled at me, but it was a sad smile. She had seen all of this before. She knows what is coming next.


    "Yes, my lady."


    Struggling to my feet, I climbed on.
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    The cave was dark and cool. A gentle breeze wafted in, a refreshing change from the heat of the exploding mountain. The exhausted empress lay beside me, panting to breathe the ash-laden air.


    One word filled my head, forcing me to struggle to my exhausted feet. I wanted nothing more than to lay down here and sleep, but I had to heed that call.


    Climb.


    The empress' hands were gentle as she shook the child sleeping beside her.


    "Come, my son, we must continue."


    Safety lay above us, only death below.


    


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    


    Atlantis is no more. The world we once knew is gone, destroyed in the space of a single day.


    Where land once lay, only an endless ocean remains. Cities, palaces, provinces, gone forever.


    The wonders of a thousand years, never to be seen again.


    And yet, we live.


    We are not alone. Others have found their way to safety. We have each other—the survivors of a dying nation.


    It is a simple existence we have here on the island that was once a mountain.


    How we survived the destruction of the mountain, I know not. Molten rock belched forth from its depths, burning and destroying all in its path. I saw my once beautiful city covered with stone, burning with a fire straight from the bowels of the earth.


    Yet, where there was once destruction, there is now peace. The mountain still stands, and we stand with it.


    It will be long years before we are truly able to live in peace. For now, we struggle to scratch out a living from the hard soil of the mountain. Still, we have fresh water from the mountain peak, and fish from the sea.


    The life we had is gone, but the lives we have now are good, simple.


    The young son of the empress has already grown tall and strong in the years since our world was destroyed. He takes after his mother, lording over the children in our small community like the Emperors whose blood flows through his veins.


    A soft hand on my arm distracts me from my writing, and I look up to stare into the beautiful face of the woman I once called my empress.


    "Come, my love, it is time."


    As the sun falls beyond the horizon, we sit around the fire. We tell our children stories of the glory that once was, the glory of the nation we called our own.


    We tell them these stories so they will never forget who they are, where they came from.


    They are the last descendants of a dead Empire—the sons and daughters of a nation soon to be forgotten by time.


    They are the final heirs of Atlantis.
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