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The Shrine at Delphi, Achaea, 710 Ab Urbe Condita (31 B.C.)

The sun beat down, hot, on the narrow courtyard between the house of the Oracle and the columns of
the Place of Waiting. The woman stumbled alittle on the steps of the house— the stones were deeply
grooved from the passage of tens of thousands, and the footing was tricky in her eegant shoes.
Guardsmen caught her arms and held her up. She smiled, though her face was bleak, and rewarded them
with alight touch on their bronzed shoulders. After the smoky darkness of the Oraclesresidence, the
brilliant sun and the shining, colorfully painted walls of the temple complex stabbed at her eyes. She drew
avell of dark red silk over her face and walked, dowly, toward the end of the courtyard that faced the
south.

There, aline of graceful columnsframed along view of the mountainside plunging down to agleaming
blue limb of the sea. Far below, the water sparkled like a coat of slvered iron. The air seemed
tremendoudy clear to her as sheleaned againgt one of the columns, her hand resting on the dark orchre
surface. Paint crumbled away under her touch, leaving atiny smear of pigment on her fingertip. She felt
worn and old; tired— attenuated— by the long struggle. Unseen by her guards, or the servants that had
crept out from the House of Waiting to join her, tears seeped from the edges of her kohl-rimmed eyes.
She blinked and looked to the west, down the long tongue of water that led to the Middle Sea.
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At the edge of vision, smoke rose, curling and dark, the breath of wood and tar and canvas.
The release of our dreams, she thought, Apollo and Ra have called them back to the heavens.

Thetears cut narrow tracks through the artfully applied paints and powders that subtly accented her
strong beauty. She stood away from the pillar and turned toward the captain of her guardsmen.

"Rufus, wemust..." She paused, seeing the servants part. A smal figure waddled through the crowd of
women, each tiny hand held by asmiling maid. Her heart caught, seeing the wide eyes and bedtific,
innocent face. The guard captain stepped back, hisblack eyesflitting over the crowd. One scarred hand
rested lightly on the copper pomme of his short sword. The Queen kndlt, forgetting to keep the vell
across her face.

"Oh, beautiful boy..." Sheheld out her armsand her son climbed into them. She stood, swinging him to
rest on her hip.

One dream remains on earth, she thought, and the lines on her face smoothed and an iron spark
returned to her eyes. | will have victory yet!

Congtantinople, Capital of the Eastern Roman Empire, 1378 Ab Urbe Condita(623 A.D.)

M ake way! Citizens, make way for the Legion!" Thelean, brown-haired man stepped aside, into the
shelter of adeep doorway, asalong line of armed men rattled past. The Roman soldierswereclad in
patched red cloaks over worn and pitted armor. Their iron helms, snugged taut under their chinswith
|eather straps, were dented and scratched. The rings and scales of their mail were corroded and irregular,
patched with rawhide strips. Some had only partid armor, their arms and legs protected by boiled lesther
bracings over heavy woolen trousers. Their faces matched their gear— worn by months of struggle on
thewalls of the city. Still, they jogged past with acertain air— something cold and crue like the winter
sky above, certain of victory.

The man settled his shoulder against the doorpogt, flicking adark green woolen cloak around his knees.
Droplets of chill water spattered againgt heavy black boots. The snow that had falen during the night was
melting in the trapped heet of the city, leaving the streets filled with afoul brown dush. A heavy lesther
baldric was dung over one shoulder, holding along hand-and-a-haf sword in asheath at his back. Under
the cloak the glint of metal scalesreveded an iron shirt.

At the end of the double column of men, an ouragos— afile-closer in the tongue of the Eastern
Empire— passed, his eyes sweeping over the man, seeing the sharp L atin features, amedium height, the
trim waist and broad shoulders, and the jutting points of hiswaxed mustache. The soldier kept an eyeon
the Westerner as he jogged past, hisarmor jingling in the cold morning air.

Nicholas kept from smiling and showing histeeth. The cold look in the soldier's eye put him on edge, but
there was absolutely no need for a street brawl at thistime.

It's the mustache, he thought smugly. Every man envies what he cannot have.

* % %

Winter had taken itstime coming to the Eastern capitd. Only after an autumn filled with fits and starts of



cold wesather, after warm, balmy days and sudden chill winds, had it settled in to Stay. Each night, fresh
snow settled on the roofs of the temples and insulae, covering the grime and filth of too many people
packed into acity that had been under siege, off and on, for dmost eight years. Nicholas took along step
over cracked marble paving stones. Steamn drifted up from the jagged opening— a sewer ran under the
street and the smell wasthick. His narrow nose barely twitched at the stench— he had arrived in the city
during the summer, when it had been far, far worse. At the end of the Street were huge piles of rubble—
crumbling clay bricks and broken roofing tiles— blocking the way.

He clambered up over the loose, shifting, snow-covered debris. His hood fell back, reveding along
narrow head with close-set ears. The sun gleamed through heavy clouds, causing him to shade his eyes—
an odd dark shade of violet that had gained him the attention of more than one woman— with agloved
hand. Beyond the rubble a boulevard had been forcibly cleared behind the great outer wall of the city.
The houses and shopsthat had grown up under the shadow of the Wall had been smashed down with
picks and hammersfive years before, when the Emperor Heraclius had first arrived in the city. The space
behind the Wall wasfilled with men, horses, wagons, and dl the accoutrements of war.

Nicholas picked hisway down the impromptu hill onto the military street. He walked carefully, avoiding
the notice of the masons and engineersthat were coming and going under the shadow of the massive
walls. Helooked up, watching the movements of soldiers atop the forty-foot-high edifice. They seemed
unconcerned, even nonchaant. Thiswasthe inner wall, which had never been breached by an enemy.
Great squaretowersrose adong it a regular intervals. The barbarian turned I eft at the base of the rampart
and walked alittle way before he cameto a gate set into the cliff of stones. More soldiers on horses were
filing through the arch, which was degp and narrow, faced with two massive ironbound doors. A grimy
statue of aman in an archaic toga and crown of laurels was perched at the apex, aweather-worn hand
raised in benediction.

Coming out into the pale sunlight, the man snugged his cloak close around his neck. Between thelooming
inner wall and the lower, but gill formidable, outer works, was an open terrace called the peribolos. It
was narrow, perhaps fifteen paces across, and filled with more gangs of workers with mauls and picks,
engineersin tented hats with wax tablets under their arms, lines of soldiersin red and gray, marching
south toward the sea. Rising up above the stream of humanity was a second rampart, the protichisma,
and that was where the work of battle was focused. Thiswall was only thirty feet high, but studded with
towers and battlements like the inner works.

Nicholas glanced about and then made his way to the base of an open-sided wooden tower that had
been built dongside the Wall. As he climbed the stairs housed within, his eyes were restless— counting
the numbers of men in the street, gauging the strength of the massive granite blocks that old Emperor
Congtantine's engineers and the Hippodrome factions had mortised together to make the outer rampart of
the greatest city intheworld. Thiswasafriendly city to him, at least a the moment, but in thisline of
work it was hard to let go of old habits. Today, seeing this awesome strength, he was pleased, but he
wondered idly what he would think if he stood beyond the wals, looking down from the hills of Thrace at
the object of dedire.

| would see a damnably huge city, girdled by walls and towers and battlements unmatched in the
world. That iswhat | would see.

Thewind out of the north was cold on the top of the Wall, biting a his ears and snapping his cloak
around his shoulders. The heavy gray clouds had parted again, letting streaks of wan sunlight through.
Theair here was fresh, though, and he breathed deeply, smelling the pineresin of distant fires and the
sharp tang of the sea. That smell, after the fetid closeness of the city, brought asmileto hisface. There



were many days when he hated the urb. Memories of a pine deck twisting under hisfeet, seaspray in his
face, and the boom of surf from the Caedonian shore tugged at him. Sadly, he put those thoughts away.
Fifty pacesto hisleft, the octagona towers of the Number Two Military Gate rose up, dark and
foreboding, their surfaces scarred by the impact of bolts and stones. He walked that way.

To hisright, the crendllations of the battlement jutted up like broken teeth. The embrasures between them
were stained with long streaks of dried blood and nicked by the passage of arms that had coursed along
the Wall in hurried violence for the past three years. Roman soldiers stood in the lee of the great stones,
their cloaks wrapped tight around their shoulders. Some held steaming mugs of hot wine. Each man
looked him over as he passed, and he nodded to some. The heavy mail tunic that he wore under his
cloak and linen shirt felt close and comfortable on hisbody. It was backed by atough garment of felt,
and then— in anod to vanitas— aslk tunic. A thin film of ice had formed on the walkway during the
night, and his hobnailed boots crunched through it as he walked.

The near tower loomed over his head, rising another twenty feet from the bulk of the Wall. It was squat
and massive, brooding over the doubly gated passageway below it. An overhanging platform crowned it,
reinforced with awooden wall covered with hides. It looked out over the half-frozen, brackish waters of
acand that ran at thefoot of the rampart. The cana was twenty feet wide and choked with debris; it ran
from the southern end of the Wall— at the shore of the Propontis— to the north, where the last half mile
descended into a brick-lined tunnel under the old Blachernae palace before it reached the waters of the
Golden Horn. All summer the soldiers and daves of the besieging army had been dumping bundles of
brush, wicker, and dirt into it, trying to fill the barrier. The Great Khagan of the Avarsintended to bresk
thewalls of the city, but his mobs of Savic spear and axemen had to get at the walls somehow. The
Roman defenders had spent just as much time clearing thefill away. Too, the blackened timbers of
smashed siege towers and burned-out mantlets jutted from the dark surface of the cana and littered the
ground just beyond. Nicholas stopped short of the tower Wall and leaned out of the nearest embrasure.

An openfied lay before the city, doping down to the distant woods and outlying buildings of the
Thracian countryside. The field was scattered with snow-covered mounds and lumps— the detritus of
three years of war. Beyond it, ahaf mile away, the Avars had their sege line— a confused jumble of
camps and hadtily built fortificationsin along arc facing the wals of the city. The barbarians, horsemen
from the steppes beyond Chersonensusin the far north, had overwhelmed the Balkan provinces of the
Eastern Empire ageneration before, but had only recently tested their strength against the capita. The
host that their khagan had raised dwarfed the number of fighting men in the city— Nicholas knew there
were at least fifty thousand barbarians out there. More were probably coming. The promise of the sack
of the greatest city in the world drew the outlanderslike flies to rotting mest.

The Wall had thrown back great armies before, and the men that defended the city were not concerned.
Nicholas wondered, as he walked, at the audacity of an emperor who would raise an army and then
leave his capitd, still under Sege, to fight another war far away. It seemed insane— insane and wholly
trusting in thework of his predecessors— that this city could stand againgt anything that the Avar
Khanate could bring againgt it.

He's not been wrong so far, he thought. But if thereis ever afirst time...

A sandy-haired centurion was standing at the base of the tower, leaning one thick arm on the top of the
fighting wall. Hishemet hung at his side, secured by aloop of cloth to hisbelt. A long sword, thicker and
heavier than that usualy favored by Imperid troops, was dung at hissde. He was staring out over the
snowy fields, watching the smoke curl up from the cookfires of the enemy.



"A cold day to befighting,” Nicholas said as he came up to the narrow door.

The centurion turned, watery blue eyes |ooking the stranger up and down with a patient, steady manner.
A little cloud of breath puffed from his chapped lips.

" Tiscold,” the soldier said. "Therewill befighting soon, though. Mayhap not here, but at least down
there." The centurion turned alittle and pointed off down the line of the massive wallstoward the sea.
"There, a the Golden Gate. The barbs have ten or twelve engines moving— do you hear the squesk of
their whedls? They should use black grease instead of that pig fai— it burns off the axlestoo quickly.”

"l hear it. I'm Nicholas of Roskilde. Things are quiet here?!
"Aye." The centurion gazed a Nicholas steadily. ™Y ou've business on the Wa | ?!

Nicholas|ooked out over thefidd, rubbing his chin with hisright hand. "Faction business," he said. "I'm
owing afavor to akindly man. | was thinking there might be some work afoot up here, what with your
friendsyonder."

The centurion raised an eyebrow and made a clucking sound with histeeth. "Y ou come looking for some
fighting, go down to the Golden Gate. This section iswell quiet. Y ou must owethisfellow morethan a
littleto risk your neck onthe Wall."

Nicholas shrugged, looking back at the soldier with aguileless expression. "Three squares aday, plus
wineor mead if thereisany.”

Suspicion flickered across the centurion's face, then it cleared. "Y ou, ah, find yourself without an emperor
or two to rub together, then?

Nicholas nodded, summoning up a shamed look. "1 was on a ship— there was a game of chance— |
found myself on the docks of this city, wondering at its awesome size and greatness. More than one night
| spent deeping in the dleys of the Racing Didtrict.”

"And someonetook you in?' The disbdlief on the centurion'sface was amost comicd. "Thisisnot a burg
noted for civility and hospitality to Strangers— particularly to fyrdmen down on their luck. It seemsa

poor way of living."

Nicholas shrugged, tilting hisleft hand alittleto the sde. "A tavern keeper found me and said hisfaction
would feed meif I'd fight on the Wall in the place of one of their own. So, herel am.”

The centurion grimaced. The racing factions of the Hippodrome— the Greens and the Blues— had lost
much of their old political power, but their ward bosses remained as canny as ever. They might not be
ableto make or break an emperor, but they surely knew al thetricks of keeping their clients away from
the Imperial leviesand drafts.

"Well," said the centurion, turning away to go into the tower, "find aplace out of the wind."
Nicholas grimaced and looked out over the Wall again. Theland was till and quiet, showing dirty snow,

distant leaflesstrees, and acold gray sky thick with fat clouds. It would start snowing again soon: he
couldsndl itinthear.



* * %

Nicholas swung himself up to sit in the embrasure next to the side of the tower. It made afine seet,
though the wind out of the north did across hisface like freyasdottir kiss. He leaned back into the
stones, waiting for eventsto unfold. Though by nature an impatient man, his business had taught him many
virtues. Patience was even one of them. Thin fingers pulled the hood of his cloak over hishead and he
worked himsdlf out of the direct strength of the wind.

Hewondered if the men in the camps beyond the Wall were drinking deep of half-frozen mead,
crouched in hide tents around their smoky fires. He wondered if daves, bardly clad in tunics of raw wool
and graced with thick iron rings welded around their necks, scurried to bring the fighting men more of the
heavy drink and thick dabs of mest, dripping with blood and steaming from thefire. Hisfingerstwitched,
touching the hilt of thelong sword that leaned against the Wall a his Side. There had been arusting iron
ring on his neck once. That wasthe sort of thing that you did not forget.

Once he had carried heavy jugs of mead from the storage house to the feasting hall, his bare feet bloody
in the snow. The sky had been gray then, too, for the Storm Lord loved the Dannmark as no other place.
Hail had dashed down ouit of bitter clouds, raising welts on his back. It had been acrud lifefor an
outland boy with odd-colored eyes, sold into davery far beyond the frontier of the Empire. The jarls of
Dannmark were not easy masters.

But without them? Nicholas raised the sword up, still sheathed, and smiled, showing histeeth. His hand
moved gently on the sheath. | would not have met the niebelungen, or gained your love.

* * %

The sun was swallowed by cloud, and the sky darkened. Heavy gray overcast pressed against the earth.
Snowflakes drifted down, melting on the stones of the Wall. His breath white in the air, Nicholas made
hisway down the wooden staircase behind the gate. He had waited on the Wall for three hours, dowly
getting colder and colder, watching the distant line of trees. It had been quiet, and then the faling snow
had obscured the Avar camps. The noise of the fighting down the Wall, at the great Golden Gate, had
dowly risenin intengity asthe day progressed. The tower at the Number Two Gate blocked adirect
view of the looming redoubt that anchored the southern end of the city wall, but the sound of crashing
metal on metal and the high-pitched snap of Sege enginesfiring filtered through the cold air. At the
bottom of the stairs aband of knights— no, he reminded himsdlf, an alae of equites— were gatheringin
the space behind the gatehouse.

Nicholas jumped down from the next to last landing on the wooden scaffold, landing lightly in a spacejust
off the gate. Horsemen armored in silvery bands of iron were preparing to go out into the snowy fields.
Steam rose from the flanks of the horses, and the high arch of the gate rang with voices and the rattle of
metal. The knights were checking the straps of their low-cantled saddles, and long straight swords hung
to their knees. Many had wooden bow cases strapped behind them, the tops thick with gray goose
feathers. Nicholas scratched the back of his head and turned toward the gate. A grinding sound echoing
off the barrel vault of the passage drew his attention upward. The long iron bars that secured the gate
were being drawn, dowly, up into the celling of the passage. The rumble of great hidden whedls echoed
through the stout brick walls. Each iron bar was afoot wide, and the width of man's hand thick. Nicholas
counted heads: there were thirty or forty men in the entryway— most of them the lead horsemen. He
began scanning their faces, comparing them to a haf-heard description.

A thin man, half Sav and half Greek, with a pleasant and smiling face. A spy and a traitor to the



City.

"A sortie" avoice said from behind him. Nicholas turned, hisface casud. It was the blond centurion from
the tower. "Going out to burn atower or two. Teach the barbs not to get doppy about their flanks.”

"Y ou want to teach them to win?" Nicholas regretted opening his mouth as soon as the words had
escaped. The centurion glared at him for amoment, then pushed past him through the throng of horses.
Nicholasbit hislip in regret and considered going after the man, but therewasllittletimeleft. The
legionnaires by the gate itself were preparing to push it open. The equites in thefirg rank weretrying to
form adouble line with something like proper spacing. The horsesjostled in the confined space, and
Nicholas was forced back againgt the Wall. Bricks ground into his back. Without conscious thought, his
right hand reached up and tugged the wire loop that secured his sword in its sheeth off the hilt. Behind
him, out in the military street behind the Wall, atrumpet pedled and there was shouting.

The gate swung open. Nicholas cursed and pushed forward along the Wall toward the edge of the
opening hinge. Five men were there, putting their shouldersinto the rough planks of the gate. It was
heavy, and the hinges squealed in protest at the movement. As Nicholastried to make hisway though the
throng of horses and other men standing by the Wall, adim gray light spilled in. Cold air followed, and
the horseswhinnied and milled alittle before their riders stilled them. The snowy field wasreveded, a
foot a atime, asthe soldiers continued to push the gate open.

Nicholas jumped up, trying to see over the bulk of the horsemen. Legion-naires pushed at his back,
trying to move up to the gate. He turned back and began trying to swim againgt their flow. Therewasa
shout, and the horsemen began to move out of the gate passage. A flash of something catching the light
caught Nick's eye and he stared through aforest of horse legs at the other side of the passage. A bared
sword blade flickered in the light from outside.

Nicholas snarled a curse and swung up on aman's shoulder, planting his boot againgt the courses of
bricks on the Wall.

The soldier, gartled, shouted at him. "Bagtard! Get off me!*

The extratwo feet of height was enough. Nicholas cursed aoud himself. The man he was hunting was
across the passage, only fifteen feet away, screened by the knights who were filing through the gateway.
He dropped down and absently blocked the legionnaire's hdfhearted punch with araised hand. The
dithering sound of hissword coming into his hand stilled the soldier's protest. Nicholas glanced right,
seeing the gate come fully open, then left, counting the remaining numbers of horsemen waiting to ride
out. The column was hafway out the gate. He tensed, preparing to dash through the horses cantering

past.

A tremendous, high-pitched, wailing scream suddenly filled the world. Nicholas ducked down, hearing
the hissing passage of hundreds of arrowsfill the air. Men started shouting and screaming. Therewasa
rippling sound of heavy blows striking meet. Nicholas scrambled away to the Wall, under the falling body
of the soldier. A black-feathered bow shaft had transfixed the man, spilling bright blood out of his back
and mouth. Nicholas grabbed the man's arm and hauled the body over hisown asashield. A horse hoof,
driven by pain-maddened rage, smashed into the soldier's breastplate, cracking the meta, and Nicholas
grimaced, turning his head away as the body jerked in his hands. More blood spattered on the side of his
face. He wedged himsdlf into the corner of the Wall. Now there was awailing war cry from beyond the
gate.



Nicholas could hear the company of knights, caught haf in and half out of the gate, being daughtered by
arrow fire. Shafts continued to whip through the open gate, into the mass of dying men and horsesin the
passage. Behind the gate was loud confusion as men milled about— some trying to get into the passage,
othersto get away. The bull-voiced shouts of centurionsrallying their men and raising theaarmrangin
theair. Too, there was fighting outside, in the space before the Wall. Thewar cries of Avars echoed off
the high vault of the gate. A horse, rearing, was struck down by two black arrows and fell acrossthe
body of the man that partially covered Nick. He twisted away from theimpact, but felt it like atitan's dap
againg hisback.

Outside, horses gdloped away, neighing in fear. Thewhistling of arrows fatered and then stopped. There
was arush of running feet and Nicholas grimaced, pushing the leaden body away from himwith al his
srength. The dead legionnaire, his eyes ill round with surprise, fell away, and Nicholas scrambled up.
Hisright hand, dimy with sticky red mud, dragged the length of hislong sword out of the gore covering
the floor of the passage. Dark figuresfilled the gateway, rushing forward with axes and long spearsin
hand. Nicholas sprang up onto the unsteady welter of corpses— both man and horse— and bright
sparks rang from his sword as he parried the first stroke of an Avar axe.

The Avar noble was broad in the shoulder and clad in heavy capes of ermine and fox. Scale mail glinted
under the fur and rose up to his neck, circled by athick torc of gold, and down to his biceps. His eyes
were danted over high cheekbones, and his nose was broad and flat. The axe whipped around again,
driven by dark-skinned arms thick with matted hair, muscle, and athin sheen of sweat. Nicholas
stumbled aside, hisfoot dipping on the flank of afallen horse. Theiron wedge carved air where hisarm
had been. Nicholas dropped his shoulder and bulled into the Avar, crashing iron rings againgt scae. A
hand with long dirty nails clawed at hisface, cutting his cheek. He grappled, pinning the nomad's free
hand between their bodies. Stiff fingers stabbed at the barbarian's eye. The Avar fell backward, clouting
Nicholas on the side of the head. Nicholas pushed into the fal and drove hisleft knee into the insgde of
the Avar'sthigh. The man gasped in pain, feding hisleg go numb. Nicholaslashed down with hisright
elbow, catching the man on the neck. The torc deformed— soft gold twisting under the blow— but it
prevented the barbarian's larynx from being crushed.

More Avars swarmed past through the gateway. Asthey ran forward they fired short but heavy bows
with an odd, long, top stave into the milling crowd of legionnaires who had fallen back into the street.
Men staggered and fell as the heavy arrows punched through their leather and chain-mail armor. Behind
the Avar veterans, agreat crowd of Savswas pushing forward, their red and blond hair standing stiff
with grease, their shields bright with geometric patternsin black and red and blue. A forest of spear
points danced over their heads. They were running forward, raising their voicesin agreat shout when
they saw the gate standing wide.

The noble squirmed under Nicholas like a Danube edl and threw him to one side. Nicholas dipped and
skidded away on the gore-smeared floor. Another Roman corpse stopped him. His sword was gone,
lost among the till-dying horses. The Avar sprang up, hisright hand dreedy filled with the mirror
brightness of along knife. Nicholas felt achill, seeing that he was cut off from the rest of the defenders.
Herolled backward and then came up, stripping the remains of his shirtdeeve from hisleft am. The Avar
dodged in, making short, controlled, stabs with the knife. Nicholas skipped back again, over the body of
abay horse, and flexed hisleft fist outward from hisarm, pulling the exposed wire-ring with histhumb.

Therewas a sharp metalic twang, and asix-inch sted bolt punched through the Avar'sright eye and
rang off theingde of his conical helmet. Blood and white flakes of bone smeared the right side of the
nobleman's face as he crumpled soundlessly back into the welter of other bodies.



Nicholas hdf saw ablurring shapein the air and threw himself forward. One of thelong arrows
whickered over his head and glanced off theinner gate post with ashrill tang. He crawled hurriedly,
searching among the bodies for his sword. More arrowsflicked past, hunting him. He bellied down
behind one of the dead horses and scuttled forward.

Behind him, in the street, was a confused melee. More Avars and Slavs poured through the gateway and
piled into the Romanstrying to hold the boulevard againgt them. Legionnaires atop thewall were
throwing javeins and stones down into the mass of men struggling on the pavement. The masonsand
engineerswho had been working behind the Wall rushed up, spears and great hammersin their hands.
Nicholas heard the bellowing voice of the blond centurion ringing above the din of sted and iron, ralying
hismentohim.

Nicholas breathed asigh of relief; Brunhilde's engraved hilt was barely visble, jutting from under the
carcass of asandy-colored mare. The grooved lesther binding on the hilt met hisfingerslike awell-loved
friend. The four-foot length of rune-carved Scandian sted stuck for amoment, but then did freewith a
greasy popping sound. He ducked aside from another arrow, but the Avar archers were now occupied
exchanging misslefire with the Romans on the Wall and on the battlements. Nicholas sprinted acrossthe
killing ground to the foot of the nearest wooden tair tower.

Taking the plank stepstwo and three at atime, he legpt to the second level of the tower, fifteen feet
above the battle raging in the street. Two Avars had aso climbed up before him and were firing arrow
after arrow into the ranks of the Romans fighting below. Nicholas shifted one hand back on Brunhilde's
long hilt and, taking her two-handed, ended his rush with ahard horizontal chop that bit deep into the
neck of the Avar on the right, sending his body sprawling into the other archer. Bright arteria blood
gushed out, spraying down on the men below, and the Avar's head |olled a an obscene angle. The other
Avar staggered up in time for Nicholas to shatter his outthrust kneecap with a sharp kick. The man was
gtill howling in pain as Nicholas heaved his body over therailing.

Arrows thrummed through the air, spiking into the pillars of the tower. He dodged again, thistime up the
gairsto the next platform. The tower shook with the weight of more Avars swarming up the steps.
Nicholas skidded back on the undressed planks of the third platform, swinging Brunhilde into guard
position. Four Avarsin glistening iron-scale tunics, their furs cast aside, showing long mustaches and lank
black hair, stormed up the stairs. Luckily, they blocked the view of the archers behind them for a
moment.

Thefirst Avar rushed onto the platform, hisaxe ablur of short cuts a Nick's midriff. The Roman did
adsde, falling back a step, and then feinted overhand with the long sword. The Avar parried up with the
head of the axe, and Nicholas reversed his stroke, catching the nomad on the outside of hisleft arm.
Brunhilde bit deep, cleaving the muscle and tendon. The Avar cursed and fell back, switching the axeto
his off-hand. Nicholas rushed in, keeping the wounded man between himsalf and the others at the top of
the stairs. The axeman tried to block with the haft of hisweapon, but Nicholas wasinside his guard and
jerked his blade upward, punching the triangular tip through the bottom of the Avar'sjaw. Therewasa
gelid sound and then atinny ringing asthe point ground on theinsde of the man's helmet.

Another Avar stabbed over the first dead man's shoulder with along spear, catching Nicholas squarely in
the left side of his chest. The spear point, arusty iron wedge with a poorly forged brace running down the
middle, ground at the center of one of the links of chain, sending aburst of cold through his chest.
Nicholasrotated left, dipping the spear off, though there was atearing sensation as he whipped
Brunhilde back out of the dead axeman. The second Avar did his spear back and jumped up onto the
platform from the steps below.



Nicholas ducked low, feding the point dash across his head, and lunged, extending Brunhilde likea
spear hersdlf. The Avar tried to dance aside, but more men were pushing up the stairs, and the Nordic
long sword punched through the tiff lesther armor under hisleft armpit, blue-black blood gurgling up
around the blade. Nicholas rushed again, shoving the dying man back down the stairs onto hisfellows.

Cries of rage rose up asthefirg rank of Avarstumbled backward, arms and legsflailing. For amoment,
the stairway was clogged with bodies and Nicholas shook hishair out of hiseyesand fell back, diding his
boots across the rough floor, searching for good footing. The sword fdt light in hishand and the air
danced with tiny points of light. Even the air was warm, dmost hot, againgt hisskin. An Avar on the
lower platform hurled asmall axe overhand at him, but it seemed to hang in the air and Nicholas stepped
easlly asde, bringing Brunhilde up in guard again. The falx hissed padt, the delicate interlocking carving
of dragons and deer spinning head over hedls.

Two of the spearmen separated themsalves from the mass of bodies on the stairs and scrambled up at
him, crouching low and apart, keeping to therailings. The spearheads flickered like snake tonguesin the
ar a him, bright points of iron. Nicholaslunged at the man on the | eft, near the outer railing, and cut
sharply at the head of the spear with Brunhilde. A veteran, the man dipped his spear back and dashed
at Nick's head. At the sametime, the other man rushed in, stabbing low at Nick's thigh. The Roman
watched them come, like clockworks advancing in dow motion. Cold burned in hisveins, powering his
muscles and thought. He leaned back, weaving away from the spear dash and turned right, spinning into
the attack coming low. Brunhilde brushed the lunging spear point aside, tip arrowing at thefloor. Insde
the spear's length, Nicholas spun back the other way, the long sword flicking up to intersect with the haft
of the pear, shearing it in haf, and then into the spearman'’s shoul der, gouging through light mail and a
shirt of leather. The man's mouth opened in asnarl of surprise.

Tiny links of mail ornamented with perfect ruby droplets scattered through the air, whirling liketiny stars.

Nick's hard-muscled shoulder powered the blade through the rest of the arc, plunging into the chest of
the first spearman. The man sucked air for amoment, then choked on the blue bubblesfilling histhroat.
Nicholas pushed him off of the blade with hisboot, cracking the railing with hisweight. The spearman
toppled back, hanging for amoment in the air before he dammed into the paving stones below. The other
Avar was gill gasping at the pain in his shoulder and the ruin of his spear when Nicholas spun back to
facehim.

The sound of running men rattled the stairs above the third platform, and Nicholas spared a glance
upward, catching sight of billowing red cloaks and hobnailed boots pounding on the upper steps.
Shouting rose from below, and he turned back in timeto see acloud of arrows hurtling toward him. A
cry of rage caught in histhroat as he threw himself backward.

* % %

Sparks from aburning timber flew up, tracing asow, whirling dance againgt the dark sky. Nicholaslay
with his back againg astonewall, vision blurry with exhaustion. He could bardly lift hisleft arm but, with
agrunt, he stripped the leather bracing of the soring gun off hisforearm. Snow wasfdling again, but the
heet from the bonfire kept melting it beforeit could stick to the paving stones of the Street. Legionnaires
moved about in the darkness, briefly illuminated by the bonfire or resin torchesin the gateway. A cart
rumbled pagt, its high wooden whedlsturning dowly over. A thicket of bruised-looking arms and legs
jutted from the back of the wagon, and a seep of blood pattered on the Street asit passed. They were
the bodies of the dead, going to feed the fires that burned in the street the length of the Wall. A sckly



sweset odor permesgted the air, fueled by szzling fat.

Clenching histeeth against the pain, Nicholas leaned dowly forward and stripped off the heavy shirt of
iron rings. It was fouled with the thoracomachus benegth it where the rings had been driven through the
thick felt padding by the force of Avar blows. The shirt next to hisbody had dmost disintegrated into a
pudding of blood, silk, and swest. Cold air bit at his exposed flesh, and he hissed in pain asthe layers of
armor and padding pedled away from hisskin.

The left Sde of his chest and most of historso was dready turning blue-purple. Dozens of cuts where the
iron rings had ground into his skin were dready clotted. He prodded the longest cut, just under his|eft
shoulder. Clear fluid oozed out of the jagged red gash.

"Huh, you look fine. Another winning mission for you, | see”

Nicholas looked up; in his exhausted state, he couldn't quite place the voice. A stout man stood over him,
adeep red cloak rippling on his shoulders. The fellow wore a burnished breastplate over ashirt of fine
chain mail linksand carried afull helm under one arm. He was clean shaven, though a beard would have
improved his pox-scarred face by hiding old wounds. The officer's hair was shaved very closeto the
scap, dmost bald.

Nicholas squinted againg thefirdight. A vague knocking in his head reminded him that he knew the man.

"Tribune Sergius... ave. Hall and well met." Even that much left Nicholas feding exhausted. "He got
away," Nicholas muttered almost inaudibly. " Slippery bastard..."

The tribune squatted down next to Nicholas and peeled back an eydid with one thumb. Even that much
contact caused Nicholasto turn away in pain. The soldier grunted and put his helmet down, shifting his
weight to both feet. The tribune shook his head dowly, surveying the drubbing that Nicholas had
endured. One thick finger gently traced over the pattern of melon-shaped contusions scattered across his
ribs.

"l camelooking for you after | heard that the breach had been thrown back. Some hard work here
today, but then you have avery nosefor daughter.... | wastaking to one of the wall commanders— he
says you showed up a amost noon. What the Hades were you thinking? | sent you up here at
daybreak!" Sergius paused in hisincipient rant, his eyes narrowing. "Can you understand anything I'm
sying?”

Nicholas blinked and |ooked back at the fellow. Why was he talking to him? The thought of deep
seemed tremendoudy appedling, but a the same time something warned him that it was abad idea. The
image of the man wavered alittle, like he was standing in the heart of afire. "What?"

The tribune sighed and stood up. He gestured into the darkness, and two men in davetunicsand
fur-lined boots came up.

"Put him in the litter and take him back to the offices. He's no use to me here. Get some hot food and
winein him and have one of the surgeons check him over. Hiseyes|ook likethose of areveler at a
Dionysusfedtiva, so— don't et him deep.”

Strong hands grasped Nick's arms and hauled him up. He fdlt very faint, but the prospect of wine and
some fresh bread dripping with oil and garlic roused him alittle. The two daves helped him to alitter and



laid himingde. Oneturned ablanket over him. It smelled of cloves and somekind of perfume. Lying
down, he found that he could see. The sky over the city was black as pitch; without the heavy clouds that
hung above them, he guessed he could see the stars and the moon. Snowflakes swirled down, passing
through bands of gold and red cast by the bonfires. The daveslifted the litter and he swayed from sideto
side, then they took a step, and another, and jogged off through the dark streets.

Snow continued to fall.

The SkiesOver Latium, Italia, The Western Roman Empire

A young man dressed wholly in black and dark gray climbed stiffly up aladder made of beech wood
handles set in hand-forged iron brackets. At the top of the ladder ametal cover swung away at histouch,
flooding the narrow tube he had ascended with sunlight. He squinted for amoment, and then the clear
blue of his eyes darkened, degpening to an dmost metallic aquathat covered both iris and pupil. Ableto
see a last, he clambered out of the tube and swung hislong legs out into the cavity of the observation
deck. A stiff wind rushed past, catching hislong brown hair— now beginning to show tendrils of white—
and blowing it out in front of him. He did down into the cavity, lined with wooden seats and stout ropes,
withasigh.

By atrick of the design of the upper surface of the Engine, the roaring of the wind within the cavity was
reduced to adull, basso rumbling. The sound came more from the iron heart of the machine than the air
whipping past. The man popped his ears with narrow, long-fingered hands and pulled one of the ropes
across him, securing it to a stout bronze clasp set into the metal skin.

"Lord Prince, you don't trust your power so far?"

The young man smiled wryly at the young woman seated opposite him and shook hishead. "No, | must
be awake and aware to rebuild skin, bone, tissue, the vital humors. A fal from this height would kill me
assurely asyou or anyone.”

The young woman smiled back, alittle, but there was a guarded reserve present in her face and theline
of her body that pricked at him. He returned her smile with agrester one of hisown, genuine and filled
with warmth. For amoment the cold cast that governed his features faded, and he seemed the amiable
young physician she had first met, neither the Prince of the Realm nor the power that he had become.
Despite adeep distrust, shereplied in kind, and her own feastures— alittle longer than the classical oval,
but marked by striking dark eyes and rich lips, framed by abarely restrained mane of rich dark brown,
nearly black, hair— were transformed aswell. The man felt apang in his heart to see her so, beautiful
and degant, Stting sSdeways on the bench in athick furred cloak, with neet leather gloves on her hands,
and her sveltelegs covered by Persan-style silk trousers.

"Don't you get cold, sitting up here dl these hours?' he asked.

The young woman's face became guarded again, and she looked away, out over thelong, dark pinion of
the Engine. It soared between pillars of cloud, bright sun shining on the delicate iron bones of the wings.
The metdlic fabric that covered them rippled and shimmered in the clear afternoon sunlight. The
omnipresent vibration of the Engine filled the world, transmitting itsdlf through the decking to bone and
skin. Thetall, long and tapering, weaved languidly behind themintheair, its surface gleaming with
thousands of tiny carefully fitted metallic scales. The young woman leaned alittle to one side asthe
Engine banked around a vast white tower of cloud, itswings casting ahurrying shadow acrosstheivory
field. Theair was crystal clear between her and the brilliant white surface. Deep in the crevices of the



thunderhead, lightning muttered and wind howled. The woman looked back at the Prince. "It seemslikea
different world, here, close to the heavens. Idands of cloud in aseaof air, and wein aship, voyaging
among them. Do you ever think of it, when you look out, what it would be like to stand &t the edge of a
cliff of cloud, surrounded by billowing white? To see down, athousand fegt, to the land below, tiny and

perfect?”

The Prince shook his head. Too many matters weighed upon him to spend time gazing out from the
green-tinted windows of the Engine, even those grest circular ones mounted at the head.

"No," hesaid, afaint bitter edgein hisvoice. "Thereistoo much to prepare— too much to discuss with
Gaius and Alexandros. Krista, we return to a dangerous situation! One moment of—"

Sheraised ahand and looked at him squardly for thefirst time snce he had clambered up out of the
hatchway. "Lord Maxian, | feel death at my shoulder as closely asyou do. More, as| cannot protect
myself. Y ou spend your time plotting and planning with those two dead men and your other servants.
That has nothing to do with me— | am your property, adave, aconvenience when you arelonely or in
need of comfort. Up here, | can find some space for myself, some peace.” She dropped her hand, though
her eyes were smoldering with a near-hot anger.

The Prince swallowed, taken aback. He leaned back againgt the cold iron, thinking furioudy. With a
sickening feding, heredized he did not know what to say or do.

Kristawatched him, keeping anger in her face, hoping that he would not see the fear and acid terror that
threatened her composure. She hated the close, hot confines of the Engine, filled with the woken deed
and the servants the Prince had accumulated on hislong journey in the East. Therewas astrange smell
about the rooms below, cloying and sweet. Kristadid not fed safe, save when shewas aone, or
surrounded by her Walach boys. The others— particularly the homunculus Khiron and that ancient
lecher Gaius Julius— watched her congtantly with hungry eyes. Still... dl within lived or died by the will
of the Prince, and she retained some influence over him. She dmost smiled to see the struggle of
emotions and thought on hisface.

Krista unsnapped the restraining rope around her waist and stepped over to the Prince's sde. With a deft
hand, she caught a band and locked it to the same restraining bolt that the Prince had used. Held close by
therope, she settled into hissde, her leg falling over his. He shifted and put hisarms around her narrow
waist. Kristaclagped his handsto her somach, feding the tension in them. "My lord,” she said, |etting her
head fal back into his chest and the curve of his neck, "do you know what you are going to do now?"

Maxian stirred, and she fdt him mentally veer back onto familiar ground. Something about him had
changed, finding confidence and direction. "Y es," he said, and even hisvoice had changed, becoming
amost regd. Inwardly she cringed, hearing echoes of Alexandros commanding baritonein his. Inthe
time since they had abandoned the crumbling ruins of Dastagird and the ancient secrets of thefire priests,
she had watched her master adopt more and more of the mannerisms and patterns of speech of histwo
advisors.

"Wewill return, in secret, to the Egyptian House outside of Rome. With the power inherent in Alex and
Gaius, | believe— no, | know— that | can break the power of the curse. It will be difficult and as
dangerous as before, but now | know that it can be done.”

Kristafrowned and turned allittle so that she could see hisface. ™Y ou nearly died in your last attempt, my
lord. Does Alexandros represent so much power that you can win through thistime?”



Maxian smiled down at her, histeeth bright in his pale face. So much time spent in the dank tombs and
catacombs of the ruined Persian city had leached the nut brown tan from his skin. Kristastroked the
back of her hand along his cheek, feding its smoothness. Much better than some damned bushy beard
always tickling my nose, she thought, distracted for a moment.

"My love" Maxian said, "'l have learned alittle— no, a great deal— since we went to the East. | nearly
died before trying to drive the curse, this corruption, out of that soldier with raw power. That was very
foolish. The curseisnot asingle thing, or aman, that can be overwhelmed by me, or anyone, in single
combat.” Maxian turned so that he could face her. Hisface was dight with eagerness. "When | bent my
powers upon the old legionnaire, or the stolen child, I tried to drive out the corruption of the curse an
organ at atime— from the bones, the heart, the brain. It wasfruitlessl Evenif | expunged every trace of
the contagion from asingle organ, it would flood back in, tearing at bone and blood. | could not remove
it because it was everywhere, al around us, in everything, like trying to hold back the seawith a spade.
Impossible." He paused, taking a breath.

Krisaamost laughed doud a seeing him as an excited child, showing off the muddy frog he had found
by the bank of some stream.

"But what is possible— if we can find the crux, the anchor, the focus of thisthing— isto destroy it
utterly. Somewherein the old Imperiad archivesthere must be arecord of the first working that made this
thing possible. Wewill find it. The tomes of the old priests contained many secrets, and one of themiis
perfect for what | intend.”

Kristaraised along, rich eyebrow at the confidencein hisvoice.

Maxian stopped for a moment, nonplussed, then pressed on. "Yes, | see your expression— such alook
you give me! No, my love, listen: These things we know— that in the time of the first emperor, Octavian,
the words and intent of the legionary oath of allegiance were changed. That new text, imbued with some
tiny spark of power, bound each legionnaire to the service of the state— not to flee in battle, not to alow
ruin or corruption or disaster. A small thing, in its beginning, atiny pebble thrown into an empty field.

"But time passes. Thousands and then tens of thousands of |egionnaires take this Oath— fighting and
dying to expand and protect the Empire of Rome. With each one, another pebble is added to the pilein
the field. Some of those who take the Oath have the power themsdlves, and the strength of that origina
spark getsalittle hotter. Too, the Oath and the regulations of service bind the sons of alegionnaire as
well, and the Oath passes to them aswell, carried in blood and bone from father to son. Generation after
generation, it becomes stronger and stronger.

"The pebble becomes amountain, avery monolith of stones"

Maxian paused. The Engine was beginning to drop through the clouds, and he pulled hiswoolen cloak—
aheavy black fabric that the dead Alais had woven for him— around them both. Freezing rain spattered
around them, pilling on the surface of the Engine and flipping away into the dipstream. The sun vanished,
swallowed by black clouds, and they rushed through a huge corridor of cloud and smoke. The crack of
lightning echoed loud around them as the Engine continued to drop through the storm.

Thethunderheadslit up, burning with white-hot light asatrail of lightning hissed past. The Engine
continued to speed downward, lashed by rain and lit by staccato bursts of incandescence. Krista turned
her head away from abright flare that danced dong the wingtip of the Engine. She felt Maxian's body



tremble in response to the enormous boom that followed.

Then therewas clear air, and above them amassive ceiling of cloud. Rain continued to fall, but the Engine
swerved to the left and suddenly they were flying beside afdling curtain of water. Below them, asthe
Engine banked again, they could see agray seaand terraced fidlds rising up the sdes of ahuge
cone-shaped mountain. White beaches fringed a great bay, and the colored sails of ships could be picked
out among the waves. Krista stared in awe, seeing the tiny tracery of roads and towns rush by below.
Puffy white clouds fringed the top of the mountain, where abowl-shaped valey lay nestled at the very
ummit.

"Thisisthething,” Maxian continued, hisvoice fuzzy for amoment, "that we call the curse— the thing that
| had thought was a plague, or a contagion. Thisisthe thing that murdersin the night, that killsthe artist
and theinnovator. Thisisthe thing that sgps the life from every Roman child, leaving them pae and
scrawny. It hidesin their blood, aninvisible guest at every table and in every wedding bed.”

Anger, bitter and abiding, began to show in hisvoice. At her ribs, Kristafelt hisfist clench.

"It kills our future each day— how many advances might our philosophy have made without the bony
hand waiting in the darkness to pluck away our best minds? Those jewelers— what they had made
would benefit every man, every woman, every child in the Empire! But they, al unknowing, proposed to
change the fabric of the Empire— acrime worthy of degth for thisinvisble judge.”

"If," Krigtasaid, summoning some strength in the face of the fate that hung over her aswell, "itisso
pervasive, how can it be driven out?Y ou would have to bend your will upon every person who livesin
the Empire— thereare milliond”

"Yes— that iswhat | had thought. But the works of the priests of fire have taught me well— even old
Abdmachus had an inkling of what must be done when he offered me a lever to movetheworld.”

Kristasnesked alook up at the Prince's face, but saw no fedling was there for the little Persian sorcerer
who had joined him when these investigations had first begun. Now the funny old man was one of those
in the Engine below who lived only by the will of the Prince. His soft laugh and fondness for plumsand
pears was dead, like hisflesh, though he still moved and spoke— at least when questioned. Unlike Gaius
or Alexandros, hedid not revel inhis"new" life, but rather sat quietly in the darkness, hispae eyes
ghining inthe gloom.

"The mountain cannot be destroyed,” Maxian continued, heedless of the sadness on Krista'sface, "not
one pebble at atime— but it can be moved. | believe that at the root thereisafocus or an anchor upon
which the entire structure of the Oath depends. Like... like the arch of abridge, with akeystone that
locksthe edifice into place. Thisisthe thing that we must discover— we must know its nature. Once |
havethat, then | can shatter it, and the whole Oath will unrave. With Alexandros, the power to my hand
isahundred timeswhat it was before— if we can find the last piece, the puzzleis unlocked.”

"And," Krigasaid dowly and carefully, mindful of being in aflying machine two thousand feet abovethe
earth, "what if Gaius theory is correct? What will you do then?’

Maxian gtiffened and hisfists clenched around her hands. Krista bresthed dowly out, willing the sharp
pain in her wriststo go away. The Prince sat in thought for amoment, and the young woman continued to
breathe evenly, though the pain was inching toward agony.



"No..." The Prince shifted in his seat and let go of her hands. "I do not think heisright. He hasno
schooling in these matters— he makes aguess, trying to push meto his desired course of action. He has
no proof of this, only a feeling."

Krigaamiled alittle, hearing fear in Maxian's voice. She weighed her options and, seeing the bleak |ook
in hiseyes, decided to set theissue aside.

* % %

Therain fell away behind them, afflicting the vacationers at Baiae and Negpolis, and the Engine soared
over the close-set fidds of Latium on acool spring day. The Prince unwrapped himsdlf from the young
woman and returned to the hot, crowded decks below to ingtruct the Engine asto their landing place.
Kristaremained above, dowly kneading some fedling back into her hands and wrists. With Maxian gone,
her expression settled into adeep frown. She needed to talk to someone about al of this, and soon. The
Prince was preparing to embark on some very dubious efforts and could well lose hisown lifeaswdl as
that of countless others.

"But thereisjust me," she said doud, to the speeding air. " Just one pretty, dark-haired dave girl with no
friendsto speak of."

Therewas asharp pain in her chest, dmost matching that of her wrists. Memories of other timeswith the
Prince threatened to surface, but she held them away with an effort of will. She smoothed her cloak
instead, and carefully checked the bronze tube strapped to the inside of her left arm, testing the point of
the stedl rod that rode insdeit. The blood that had come from the eye socket of that fat cow Alais had
been carefully scrubbed off after she had retrieved the dart. Touching it now, the dim sharp rod il
tingled with the power that the Prince had put into it so long before. Satisfied that the spring was il iff
and the thumb-ring was just alittle loose, she checked therest of her garments— the long, thin knife at
her side was secure, the length of wire-cord string nestled a her waist. The familiar routine hel ped settle
her mind.

The Engine dewed to one side and descended toward thickly wooded hills at the edge of a haze-filled
river valey. Digantly, marble domes and pillars gleamed in the | ate afternoon light. Trees rushed up, and
the wings of the Engine spread wide, catching at the air like giant sails, dowing the machine. Kristastood
alittle, one hand on the safety line, looking over the sde of the observation cavity at the dead garden and
great house sprawling acrossthe hillside below.

"Ah, just as| remember it! A gaudy ruin, filled with the stink of degth!"

A thick-shouldered man with atrim waist and afringe of close-cut gray hair strode down the landing
deck of the Engine. He was dressed in the Persian style: soft linen trousers, belted with richly worked kid
leather, aclose-fitting shirt of silk with an embroidered ox-hide jacket over it. His nose, however, could
not be mistaken for anything but a Roman nose, and a patrician one at that. His eyes, cold and gray,
were restless, flickering from the roof of the house to the rank weeds that choked the old garden. A short
sword of the old classical style hung from his shoulder on aleather strap, and one large-knuckled hand
rodeessly onit.

"Y ou know it so wdll, Gaius, your boyhood home, perhaps?’

Another man, this one much shorter, descended theiron ramp that had levered out of the belly of the
Engine. Within the looming dark shape was a banging as the other servants began unloading the wooden



crates and boxesthat held the loot of Dastagird and the libraries of the Persan savants. It was quite cool
in the garden, and the smdll of freshly disturbed earth thrown up by the claws of the Enginetickled at
Galus nose.

"No, Alexandros, | grew up by the sea— at the house of my aunt. This place was afancy of minewhen |
was aman. Comeinsde, thereis something you should see.”

The older man picked hisway through the garden and started to mount a series of broad, flat, granite
stepsthat led up to ahigh-ceilinged arcade of pillarsthat surrounded the house. Though he was only shod
inlight military boots, there was a brittle splintering sound as he set foot on the first step. Gaius stopped
short, peering down at the dab under his caligulae. It had crumbled where he had stepped, crackingin a
spiderweb out from under his hedl. He frowned and raised a hand in warning to the other man.

Alexandros, hislong golden hair tied back behind his head in two bands of copper, also stopped. Like
the older man, hewas dert, his clear blue eyes scanning the shadows behind the pillars and the brown
ranks of trees and bushes on the s opes above the house. He turned dowly, his eyes narrowed over
well-formed cheeks and nose. Unlike Gaius, he was wearing only ashort white tunic and plain sandals,
showing muscular thighs and well-defined biceps. The chilly winter air of centrd Itdiadid not ssemto
bother him. The ramp behind them rang with the tramp of more feet, and Alex turned. "Hold up, lads.
Something odd is going on. Don't unload anything yet.”

The servants— a collection of dark-haired Vaach and Armenians— stopped and laid down their
burdens. The tone of command in the young-seeming man's voice did not alow for anything but
obedience. Alexandros caught Gaius eye and nodded to the right, crouching alittle. Like the older
Roman, the young man carried ablade— along, straight cavalry sword. The Persian stedl rippled out of
its sheath, and Alex moved off soundlesdy to the left of the house. Gaius watched him for amoment,
admiring the play of muscles under the smooth-toned skin and the wolflike qudity of the boy.

Gaius shook his head, clearing avay unimportant thoughts, and moved off to theright, hisearsaert for
any sound. Dead grass rustled under hisfeet.

* % %

"Lord Prince?' Krista stepped carefully into the gloom of the Engine. The rumbling had ceased leaving an
odd echoing emptinessin thetight little roomsthat ran the length of its body. Even small sounds— the
tik-tik of her sandals on the metal floor— seemed large. She pushed aside the circular door that led into
the specialy built chamber at the heart of the machine. The well-oiled hingesrolled smoothly, reveding a
room of hard-angled iron plates and adightly raised floor. "Maxian?'

The space echoed with the sound of her voice. The flickering blue-white light of the Engineitself
illuminated her face. She moved carefully around the circumference of the room, giving awide berth to
the cage of gold and silver wire that restrained a crystaline orb resting in a.cup of rune-carved iron. A
high-pitched singing sound followed her as she moved, but it, too, was a sound that she had put aside
from her conscious thought. Another circular doorway stood gjar on the opposite side of the room, and
beyond it she thought she heard a sound.

That door siwung open at her touch, too, still soundless. The room beyond was quite dark, though the
intermittent blue light from the Engine picked out a vague shape. Kristaquelled her fear and entered, left
hand drawing her cloak behind her back to free her right arm.



Behind her, inits prison of glass and wire and powerful signs, the Engine peered after her with sad,
enormous eyes. Its gossamer wings fluttered againgt the glass, and tiny hands picked fruitlesdy at the
perfectly smooth surface of its prison.

Kristawaited ingde the doorway, listening intently. There was the ragged sound of breathing and asharp
smell— swesat and fear— filling the space. "My lord?" She bent forward, one hand out in front of her. It
touched afold of cloth, and then cold flesh. "Ah! Can you speak?!

Theflickering light picked out the Prince, huddlied on the floor of hisroom, curled up into abal. Swesat
beaded on hisforearms and the Side of hisforehead. Krista cursed silently and gathered him up in her
ams. Hewas very cold, and trembling dightly. Her long fingers pressed against the Sde of his neck—
therewas apulse, but it hammered like aforge. "What isit?" Sherolled back an eyelid and found his
pupilswide and black.

The Prince shuddered in her arms, and sudden warmth flushed his skin. "Get me...," he croaked, "get me
out. Itistoo strong here.”

Krista nodded sharply and laid the Prince back down gently, feding a prickling at the back of her neck.
With quick hands, she folded a blanket over him and then sprinted out of the chamber.

Her feet rang on the floor, raising the heads of the servantsin the cargo space and on the landing ramp.
She skidded to a stop and half crouched to see out into the garden. The house of the Egyptian Queen
seemed shrunken and badly used by the weather since the previous year. The head had falen off the
sphinx beside the great doorway. The rosebushes and trees that had been growing up among the remains
of the ornamental garden were dead and withered.

"Quickly," she snagpped at the Vaach boys sitting on the metal ramp, "get these things out of the way and
into the house. Y ou and you— come with me. The Prince needs our help.”

Without looking to seeif they obeyed, she spun around and ran lightly back into the bowels of the
Engine. Two of the Vaach padded after her, asthey aways did. She ducked back into the room where
the Princelay, finding him half gitting, his face showing enormous strain. She touched the blanket and
jerked her hand away in surprise. The heavy wool crumbled to dust under her fingers.

"The house, get meinto the house...." The Princeé's voice wastight and strained.

Kristaknelt and got her shoulder under his. The burlier of the two Vaach got hisown hairy arm around
the Prince'swais. Krista heaved, and the Prince came up off the floor. Crabbing sideways, they did out
the door into the passage. The Prince was adead weight, hislimbs flopping loosdly. The dave girl began
to hear asharp buzzing sound in her ears. "Don't stop,” she barked at the Vaach. "We must reach the
house"

The Vaach scooped up the Prince's legs and broke into arun in one fluid motion. Kristadid Maxian's
arm off her shoulder and ran dongside.

The metal ramp at the mouth of the Engine rang under their feet asthey ran out onto the brown dead
grass of the garden. The Vaach began to |abor as he crossed the space between the Engine and the
veranda of the house. Krista paced him, watching in horror out of the corner of her eye asthe boy'slong
raven black hair began to dull and turn apale gray. His stepsfaltered on the staircase, and more stones
cracked and shattered, even under Krigtas light sandds. At the line of columns, the buzzing sound soared



into ashrieking wail. Krista grabbed for the Prince asthe Vaach stumbled sdeways and crashed
headlong into one of the ancient marble pillars.

The other boy, running up behind, threw himself between the girl and the dying Vaach. Though lacking
the broad shoulders and rippling brawn of hisolder sbling, the younger man caught the Prince and
shoved away from the withered corpse of his brother. Krista cursed and legpt from the top of the steps
into the cool darkness between the pillars. There was amoment of suffocating sensation as she passed
through the doorway, but she landed lightly and spun around, long hair flying out behind her head. The
buzzing sound in her head was gone. The remaining Vaach followed close on her heds, the Princein his
ams.

Kristalooked out on the garden and saw that the stands of trees and rosebushes that had surrounded the
house were dl dead. Every living thing within sight of the porch was adrear brown or arotting black.
The Egyptian House stood at the center of quiet devastation.

* % %

Gaius picked hisway around the corner of the rear of the house, walking carefully on the crumbling
bricks that had once made a broad, pleasant patio. The patio had opened out of the dining rooms at the
back of the house, overlooking a doping lawn and more ornamentd trees that descended the face of the
hill. Once, covered pipes had carried water to fountains and a culvert that watered the lemon and orange
trees. Now the trees were dead and overgrown with athick vine bearing shiny dark leaves. The culverts
were dangerous gaping holesin the floor of the patio. Sharp edges of broken ceramic pipe waited for an
unwary ankle.

Memoriesfluttered at the edge of the old Roman's consciousness. He snarled to himself, hisface
contorting for amoment, and drove them away with an effort of will. Gaius had spent too much timein
the pleasant company of enemiesto show hisemotions or true fedings to anyone else. Only one person
had drawn his heart's truth out of him. This house, and much more, had been part of the reward he had
intended her.

Now, thinking back upon it, he wondered if this curse that the Prince obsessed about might have had an
earlier genesisthan they suspected. Would it not explain the circumstances of his own death? It had
seemed so petty! Walking into the great Forum of Rome— aman, an acquaintance, apolitica crony,
walking up to him with araised hand and astrained smile. Sudden burning painin hissde— thenfaling,
and a crowd of faces above him, some familiar, some not. A cold darkness, broken at last by adreadful
awakening in adank holefilled with bones and mud. The old man shook his head again and stepped up
onto the veranda.

Alexandros entered the arcade of pillars a the same time from the opposite direction. Under the shelter

of the roof— gtill mogtly intact, and even partidly repaired during their previous stay— the floor tiles did
not shatter at a step, and the walls seemed strong enough. Gaius raised an eyebrow at the younger man.
Alex smiled back, his strong white teeth gleaming in the dim light. The Greek shrugged his shouldersand
dipped his sword back into its sheath.

"Nothing— only ruins and dead things. Did you see any animals on your Sde?’

"No," Gaius said, shaking hishead in negation. Alex nodded over his shoulder.

"There areflights and flights of birds hesped on that Sde, al dead and withered. A strange business—



none are rotted to speak of , just sort of shriveled up.”

Gaius pursed hislipsand dowly turned around, his eyes picking out the faded remains of the marks that
the Persian Abdmachus had made the year before on floor and column and wall. He put his own sword
away aswell. "The curse, then," he said dowly, looking out at the dead trees at the edge of the garden.
"It is attacking the house, but the old sorcerer'sward is enough to hold it at bay. We should get back to
the Engine and help them unload— | doubt it is safe to be outside here, now.”

Alex turned to go back out through the pillars, but Gaius hated him with atouch.

"Thisway," the old Roman said with awry smile. "Better not to risk it outs de— and thereis something
that you should seewithin."

Alex smiled back, but Gaius was dow to remove his hand from the boy's shoulder, and the
Macedonian's eyes became wary.

"Whoisthis?'

Alex stared up at the massive statue that stood in the atrium of the house. Gaius covered abrief smile,
though hismind was no longer focused on the younger man. The rooms and chambers they had passed
through seemed long abandoned, but small items— awicker chair in one room— were not where he
remembered they had been left. Someone had been through the house, doubtless searching for evidence
of what the Prince had been about. The incised and painted marks along the floors and etched into the
walls remained, however, and the old Roman was glad. Without the remaining vestige of power that held
theinvisible enemy at bay, he was sure the entire building would have been reduced to a pitted
foundation.

"Itisyou, my friend,” Gaius said at last, turning back to his companion. The old Roman thought it was an
excdlent likeness.

"Me?" Alex turned, hisface astudy in comedy. "It looks nothing like mel™

Gaius shrugged. "Those who came after you were fond of embellishing your features, your purpose, your
height, your reputation— or blackening it by equa turns. A woman | once knew had this bronze cast in
your honor— thiswas her house, and she revered you asagod.”

Alex grinned tightly, aflicker of cold stedl in the dimness. "My men dways complained about that. It is
the way of the people of the East, though, to look upon the lord and master of their timeasaliving
divinity. But not the Greeksl" Helaughed. "Not my Greeks..."

"Wdll," Gaius said dowly, hiseyes narrowed, "she was a Greek, the last of her house, and she swore by
you and the power you represented.”

Alex nodded, his eyes seeing something far away. "Women aways |ooked to me as a source of power—
for them or for their families. It seems, from what you have told me of your life, that you forgot that
lesson. Y our assignation with her destroyed your support among the citizens and the Senate.”

Gaius frowned and spread his hands. "Who can say? The accounts of the time are confused, and | did
not seeit when | wasdive. You are not oneto talk, either! Y our driveto build anew civilization cost you
your life by poison, and my empire fill sandswhileyoursisdugt.”



Alex nodded absently, looking around the dim, old room. The painted pandlsthat had once covered the
masonry and concrete walls had cracked and splintered, falling away in piles of dust. Still, it was agrest
chamber, and he could seethat it had— upon atime— been a bright place, filled with torches and
lanterns and the many marvel ousinventions of the Romans. Still, he thought, it waslittle different, this
stone and brick and mortar, from his own palaces, or the cities he had ruled or destroyed. Even the
gpeech of his countrymen was the same, though centuries had passed by, leaving nations and menin ruin.
It seemed odd, but then, perhaps there was something to thistalk of acurse.

"Yes... your empire till sands," Alexandros said, "though your name stands best asafestival day and a
text for schoolchildren. Do the notables of thistime raise statuesto you in their entranceways?' The edge
of asneer had crept into Alex'svoice.

Gaius smiled broadly, hooking histhumbsin hisbelt. "Why, my lad, you areright. The grest houses of the
city do hold statues of me, or my nephew, in honored places. A great tomb of colored marble stands
near the crossroads of the city, erected in my name. My memory maintains, as grest asyours.”

Alex matched stares with the old man for amoment and was reminded, briefly, of a pugnacious
childhood friend he had not seen in along time. There was something familiar in the old man'seye and
face— but then he laughed and bowed.

"My pardon, | am your guest and have been inconsiderate. Pray, show me the rest of this place and tell
methe gtory of itsbuilding.”

Gaiusinclined his head, accepting the gpology.
* % %

Maxian lay till on thefloor, wrapped in a blanket. Krista crouched next to hishead, lifting it alittle to
dide another folded blanket undernegth. The Prince's breathing had grown stronger since they had
entered the house, and he could move hisarms and legs. She wiped swesat from his brow with the edge
of her deave.

"Thank you," whispered the Prince. His voice had not yet recovered.

"No matter, my lord,” she said softly. "Without you we are dl dead.”

"Perhaps..." Maxian searched her face, seeing worry and strain there. He redlized, again, how much he
needed her assistance and support. For amoment, he nearly blurted the words out, but something held
him back. A distance had grown up between them since the death of the Vaach woman, Alas, at
Dastagird. Maxian knew what had happened; old Gaius had taken great relish in relating the story of the
srugglein the find chamber of thefire temple. But he had never mentioned it to Krista, or sheto him.
"Iseveryone eseindde?’

Kristanodded and folded back the deeves on her tunic.

"Yes, therest of us can ill come and go— it just seemsto seek you out. The Engineisfine. I've ordered

the other servantsto move it back into the cover of the trees and set awatch. Therewill be hot food in a
little while, and the plumbing still works." She smiled and knelt at hisside, taking hisleft hand in both of



hers.
"What about Gaius and Alexandros?' Maxian squeezed her hand.

Kristashook her head, giving him adespairing look. "They're wandering around, trying to seewhichis
the bigger dog. | took care of everything mysdlf."

Maxian shook hishead alittle, frowning. Bright white sparks floated across hisvison at this, so he
stopped and lay very ill. "Go get them and bring them here," he whispered. "Weve no timefor their
bickering."

* % %

"Y ou've thought of strangling him while he deeps, | suppose.”

Gaiusturned in the darkness, barely able to make out the outline of Alexandros head. A thin dat of light
fell from abroken roof tile, high above, and provided the faintest illumination. The boy's golden hair was
whitein thislight, and his face was hidden in shadow, unreadable and distant.

"Many times." Gaius voice was very quiet, though they were far from the kitchens, where the Vaach and
Armenians were setting up shop, or the upper bedrooms, where the Prince Maxian lay with his
concubine. A cool, musty dampness surrounded them as they lay on apallet on the floor of theroot cellar
of the old house.

"On theroad into the East, my thoughts often turned to poison— save that he could doubtless smdll it, or
fed its effect and cure himsdlf. Sometimes, | thought that the quick stab of aknifeinto the back of his
skull might be enough. But the little witch watcheshim dl thetime. This makesit difficult...”

Alexandroslaughed, alow musica sound that made the skin on Gaius arms prickle. "Never morein my
life"" Alex said, "have | hated anything more than another having power over me, controlling my life,
pointing my destiny. Such aman was my father, and now this Prince of yours. | had seemed to escape
this, only to come home again."

Gaius snorted and sat up, rubbing hisface with hishands. "Heisnot my Prince. Heisthe unwanted
friend who rouses you from deep for some dreadful party or careless escapade that bringsthe aediles.
These are fancies, though, that cannot stand the light of bitter truth.”

Alexandros sat up aswell and pulled on histunic. He sprang to hisfeet, limber asthe youth that he il
was. Galus watched him out of the corner of hiseye, feding envy creepingin hissoul. Heis a pretty boy,
thought the old Roman, and, now, will always be.

"Our truth isthat heislife." Alexandros, despite the bitter tone, was smiling. "Lifeis preciousto us— to
me, at least. Perhapsyou are old enough to lay down this burden again?"

"Hah!" Galusrose aswell, though hedid not spring anywhere. He stood, using one of the broken
columnsto steedy himsdlf. His sandd's had gone missing, and he hunted about with hisfoot, stubbing a
toe on abrick. He grimaced at the pain, but it subsided quickly. An unexpected side effect of his
condition, he supposed. "I have never sought release from thislife. It gals me, asit oppressesyou, that
|— we— mugt serve another. Y ¢, thisisthe lot we are given. | put to you athought..." Gaius paused,
hearing anoise on the narrow stairsthat led down from the upper floor. A sound like light footsteps. He



raised ahand, and Alex looked up at the stairway aswell. The sound did not repest.

"l put to you," he continued, "that our Situation being fixed, we must put al our laborsto exdting the
position and situation of our master— yes, a cold word, but atrue one! Asheimproves, sodowe. Is
thisnot s0?'

Alex made aface, but nodded. "Y ou think like a Persian palace servant,” the youth said. "But, ill, you
areright.”

"Good," Galussaid briskly, "I will take that as a compliment. Now, our present circumstances are limited,
S0 we must convince the Prince to alow us more freedom of action, both to pursue the goasthat he
knows he holds and those that he does not.”

"What?" Alex raised ahand, glaring at the older man. "Y ou speak like an Athenian jurist— many words
with little meaning.”

Gaius raised an eyebrow, hislipsforming asmirk. "l an— | was— arather successful one," he said.
"Thisiswhat | mean, plaingooken boy! Today, our Prince desires one thing: to defeat this curse upon his
people. Wewill bend dl our effort to helping him win out. Tomorrow, however, when thisaffliction is
pagt, then other thoughts will cometo him. | say that we help ourselves most by working toward both
gods— that of today, and that of tomorrow— now. Let us spare no time while he dithers and struggles
with his conscience.”

Alex gtared back at Gaius for amoment, but then understanding stole up on him abit a atime. Then the
youth smiled back at the old Roman, showing hisfine white teeth. "Not just ajurist, but awise
councillor.”

Thistimethey both heard the sound of steps, light but unmistakable, on the Sairs.

Both men turned to look up at Krista as she appeared in the doorway. "My lords," she said, seemingly
oblivious of the dankness of the chamber, "the Lord Prince wishes to speak with you."

Gaius bowed alittle, indicating that Alexandros should precede him up the sairs.

The Prince lay in one of the bedsin the upper rooms. The wooden frame had nearly rotted away, but
enough of the pallet remained for him to lie down on abed of rugs and quilts that the servants had carried
from the Engine. A brace of beeswax candles burned steadily on atable at the head of the bed. Gaius
entered the room and drifted to one side to lean againgt the wall, aswas hiswont. Alexandros choseto
sguat on the floor by the foot of the bed, watching the Prince with his deep blue eyes. Krista occupied
the lone chair, her legs crossed and asmall black cat cradled in her [ap. Maxian was till pae and drained
looking, but some color had returned to his cheeks.

"My friends, adelicate struggle lies ahead of us. We have returned to the heartland of our enemy stronger
by the addition of Alexandros and the secrets of the Persian magi, but now this great power isfocused
upon me and it bears down heavily.

"Gaius, we cannot wait until | am strong enough to go about in the world on my own feet. Thereistoo
much work to be done. Y ou and Alexandros must be my eyes and hands in the city."

The old Roman bowed dightly at this, though his eyes did not leave Maxian'sface. The Prince was



recovering, but dowly, and Gaius smiled inwardly, seeing opportunities unfold like the leaves of aspring
flower.

"How do we avoid destruction by this curse?' Alexandros voice showed no concern for his possible
annihilation. "'If we leave this place and itsward, will it not strike us down?"

Maxian shook his head wearily. "Our enemy is neither wise nor cunning,” he said. "It isvery strong, but it
does not look ahead. If you take an indirect approach and do not cause the weave of the fabric of the
Empire, asit were, to change by direct action, it cannot tell that you are athreat. Evenif you did, it might
take sometimefor it to react and strike a you. It knows me, though! It knowsthe taste of my will and is
aways pressng against me. If you and Gaius and Kristago out and undertake activities that are not
obvioudy athrest, then | believe that you can act without fear."

Alexandros shrugged and looked up at Gaius. The Roman nodded dightly and turned back to the Prince.
"My lord, what must we do?"

A brief smileflitted acrossMaxian'sface. "Fire," he said, "we must track down the exact text of this
Oath, which meansyou or Alex must spend agreet ded of time within the Imperid Archivesand
whichever private libraries you can gain entrance to.”

Gaiusgrinned at Krigta at this, his eyes sparkling. She answered him with an icy cdm and continued to
pet the cat. Maxian did not miss the exchange, however.

"Gaius... noddlying. Timewill be short, and we must move quickly.”

"How s0?' Alexandros stood, brushing his cotton kilt down over histhighs. "'If you surmise correctly, we
can take our time with aflanking movement and the enemy will not be able to discern our approach.”

"The curseisnot our only foe," Maxian said, hisvoice now very weary. "My brother's agentswill so be
seeking me out if they learn that | have returned to Latium. After our lamentable conversation in Armenia,
| fear my dear brother will think me quite mad. An emperor must, by his nature, look poorly on unstable
relaives”

Gaius opened his mouth to speak, but afiercelook from Maxian stilled him.

"No, old man, wewill not undertake your preferred course of action in this matter. There are other ways
toreach my god. | will not take that one. Go into the city and find out the latest news, seek out thistext,

get supplies..."

Kristaushered both men out, and then closed the pale green pand behind them.

The City of Makkah, Arabia Felix

Uncle Mohammed!" The young woman, her raven hair tied back behind her head with ascarf, looked up
in surprise, bright green eyesvisible over alight vell of raw silk. Sherose from the stone seet just insde
the doorway of the house, smoothing the plaits of her dress, and bowed deeply.

Mohammed returned her bow and shrugged his outer robe, dirty with the grime of athousand-mile
journey, off his shoulders. "Rasana, daughter of my wifes sster, gregtings.”



The courtyard behind Mohammed wasfilled with noise: men, camels, horses. The sound of swords and
lances rattled againgt the whitewashed walls of the house. Boots rang on the cobblestones. Mohammed
gtripped the burnoose from his head, unwinding the length of linen. Hisface wasworn and dark from the
sun, showing the strain of weeks of hard travel acrossthe wasteland. The girl stared at him, seeing a
jagged new scar starting at hisleft eye and descending sharply into the thicket of his beard.

Mohammed cocked his head alittle to one Side, dark brown eyes curious. "Niece, kindly summon my
wifeto me. | would greet her before| enter our home.”

Thegirl'seyes grew wider, as some surprise or shock registered in her. "Uncle... you did not hear? |
thought you had come—"

Mohammed raised a hand, forestalling her, and turned to the crowd of men in the courtyard. They werea
grimy and desperate-looking lot, men of the degp desert with long, curved swords and grim, forbidding
faces. Many bore the marks of old wounds and hard fighting. Mailed armor glinted under their patched
and mended robes. Mohammed gestured to two of them, hawk-visaged men with the blue cords of the
northern tribes wound through their kaffiyeh.

"Quiet! Jala; Shadin— the stables and water are around the side. Take the horses there and see that they
arefed and watered. | will send servantswith food and drink for the men.”

The two men bowed, and Mohammed turned back to the girl in the doorway. She had turned pae, and
her soft hands were fluttering at her waist like doves sartled from the brush. "Oh, Uncle! | thought you
knew! Please, accept my gpologies! | am so sorry.” The girl bowed again, amost knedling on thefloor.

Mohammed frowned and crossed one leg over the other so that he could take off his boots. "Apologies
for what? Whereis Khadijah? Where is everyone, for that matter?"

The girl bowed again, placing her head on thefloor. "Oh, Uncle, they arein thelittle house on the sde of
the hill. The house of white stones! Please, forgive my foolishness, | thought you had come because of the
news..."

Mohammed's frown deepened, and a shade of fear flickered across hisface. "The house of white stones?
Who has died?' He stopped, his heart filled with sudden dreadful certainty. The girl remained progtrate;
her face againgt the floor, but now Mohammed could hear the faint sound of tears dripping. He brushed
past her and ran through the dim chambers of the house, forgetting to remove his boots as custom and
civility demanded.

* * *

Mohammed hdted, hisright fist poised to rap on the frame of the door. His face remained impassive,
though anger was close to breaking the surface of his control. Loud voices, muffled by the door, could be
heard. He dropped his hand and conscioudy opened hisfigt, flexing hisfingers.

"...bemine! They are Bani Hashim caravans, our camels, our goods! By what right do they go to him?
Heisno blood of ours— ahired hand that did too well! He owes hispositionto his..."

Mohammed grimaced and considered breaking down the door. Behind him, he felt the presence of Jaa
close a hand. Heraised ahand and gestured for the Tanukh to leave. The Northerner nodded, tucking a
knife back into his shirt, and faded away into the dim coolness at the end of the corridor. Mohammed



took another moment and mastered himsdlf before knocking.
The door banged open, and avery angry woman of middle age |ooked out.

Mohammed smiled politdy and stepped into the room, ducking his head under thelintdl. "Blessings,
Taya, sger of my wife. Blessngs, Haa, sster of my wife."

The woman who had answered the door turned her back on him and stalked to alow seat by the
window. The other woman, Hala, sood and bowed gravely to Mohammed, then resumed her own sedt.
The window behind them wastal and narrow, showing a narrow wedge of the innermost garden of the
great house. Halamet his gaze with sad eyes. She had been her older sster's favorite and had
accompanied her nearly everywhere. Like Khadijah, she was plain featured, with intelligent eyesand a
quiet, dmost gentle, manner. Mohammed bowed to her and took a chair that had been stting in the
corner of the smal room.

It was cool and dmost dark, with only alittle light coming in from the garden window. Mohammed sat
eadly, though his heart was dtill grestly troubled, and waited. The other woman, Talya, was the youngest
surviving daughter of old Khuwaylid and— when he was dive— hisfavorite. She sat siffly, looking at
the window, fingers picking at the rich brocade of her skirts. Hala glanced at her sister and then turned
back to Mohammed, her small handsfolded in her 1ap. Mohammed summoned asmilefor her, but he
was surethat it seemed false.

"Brother, we feared that something had befalen you when you did not return with the caravan from
Damascus”

"Something did," grated Mohammed, suddenly assailed by a stabbing sensation of guilt at the quiet
words. "There has been agreat war in the North, between Persaand Rome. The Persian armies under
the command of their great general, Shahr-Baraz, attempted to capture Damascus. | became involved,
and my return was greetly delayed.”

"Involved?' Tayasvoice was quiet, but the anger in her voice was as bitter as spike-leaf tea. "With who
?What was her name? Neither Rome nor Persaisany friend of the Quraysh. What is the business of
our houseto meddlein their affairs?’

Mohammed turned alittlein the chair, facing Talyasquardly. "I met aman whom | would cal my brother,
if heweredivetoday. A truefriend, for dl that we met in a caravanserai intheforeigners digtrict of the
Red City. He was driven to go north, to Damascus, and then to the City of Silk, PAmyra, and | followed
him, for he needed my aid. How could | deny the brother of my heart?’

"Y ou were gonetoo long," Haasad, her voicerising alittle.

Mohammed nodded, still meeting her eyes. Tears threatened them, for Halahad loved her sster very
much. Taya, too, was on the verge of tears, but would fight to the end to keep this poor cousin from
seeing them. "I know. There was agreat battle a Pamyra, and we were besieged for many months.
Hight wasimpossible. | barely escaped with my life."

Talyasuddenly stood up and paced across to the door and threw it open. Shelooked out into the
passageway, saw nothing, and then dammed it closed again. "All the time shelay sick, Khadijah could
think only of you," Talyasnapped as she returned to the window. "When she could no longer see, and
the fever had settled into her bones, all she asked for was news of you— you, the wanderer! The



husband who is never in his own house— who spent his brief time at home mewed up in acave, sharing
porridge with beggars and thieves!"

Halastood and tried to take her sister by the arm. Taiya dapped her hand away, her voicerising il
further. "You left her done and she died! She trusted you when she trusted no one else— and you
abandoned her! All she needed to live was your face, or your voice, and you denied her even this! At the
end, she thought you had perished in the wasteland and then she died, sure that you would never come.”

Mohammed stood, hisface tremendoudy cam. Tayaflinched and shrank back from him, but he did not
raise ahand. Instead, he pushed the chair avay and knelt on the stone floor and bowed to the two
sgters, placing his head on the woven sisal mat that lay across the center of the room. "1 am sorry,” he
sad. "Had | known, | would have done anything to be here."

He stood, and Hala stepped to his side, her hand smoothing histunic, which had turned awry. Talyajust
stared, her face awhite mask behind the kohl around her eyes and the golden rings hanging from her
ears.

"I know," Halasaid, tearsleaking from the corners of her eyes, making long marksin the powder on her
face. "It was an evil circumstance.”

Mohammed's | eft eyelid flickered under the scar, and his face became adegree paer. "No... thereistrue
evil intheworld, but it is not circumstance. Do not say that thiswas evil; | have seenitsface, and it did
not passthisway."

"Evil?' Tayawhispered increduloudy. "Y ou know so much of evil that you can seeit, touch it, fed it,
declareitsworth? Neglect isevil; indifferenceisevil!"

Mohammed's face darkened, and he seemed to grow larger in the room. "I have seen the face of true
evil, Sgter of my wife. It isadark shape that dimsthe sun, that shatters towers with its voice, which walks
intheworld in the form of man. Something that the jinn fear asthey cower in the desert. Something that
makes the world shake when it walks. It did not lay Khadijah low. | know, for | looked upon it from the
rampart of PAmyraand saw my friend die at its hand. If it had come thisway, there would be nothing
left.”

Halas eyes widened, hearing an echo of fear and battlein hisvoice.

"Rubbish!" Talyaamost spit at him, but restrained hersdf at the last moment. "Y ou do not care that my
gder,” she continued, "whom | loved best, isdead. Well, | do care and my family cares. Y ou camelate
into our household, a-Quryash, and you will not be master here now that sheisgone. | do not care that
you were Khadijah's husband— | will take those portions of our father'sinheritance that are mine for
mysdf.”

Halaturned on her sster, her eyesflashing. "That is not our way! Mohammed and Khadijah wed, and he
isher heir. Our clan isrich and prosperous from her wisdom and skill. She chosethisman to be at her
Side, to make us stronger, to be our eyesin the world beyond the desert. Now that sheisgone, he will
lead us™

Tayasneered at her older sigter, twitching her skirtsaway. "Foolish little weaver! What did you do all
these yearsbut St at Khadijah's footstool, smiling prettily and knitting? My husband and | made as much
asthisboy in her service. Our father made usrich! Heisthe onewho raised up this house and made it



strong. Without him, there would be nothing here but a hut and scrawny goats!™

Hala stamped her foot, ringing abracelet of tiny bellsaround her ankle. " Stupid cow! Father made usa
house and the beginnings of weath— but Khadijah's wisdom delivered usriches! Never was awoman
wiser than she, even if she could not bear aliving son, or married twice. See him? Heis her choice— she
who isyour master and minein forethought and care. In life, you took her advice above al others. Now
that she lies dead in the house of white stones, you would say sheisaliar?!

Tayadid not respond, but stormed out, golden bangles at her wriststinkling in the sudden quiet. After a
moment, there was the sound of another door crashing closed at the end of the halway. Mohammed
stared after her and then sat down, holding his head in his hands.

Halalooked away, then dowly went to her seat on the window ledge. "Will you stay thistime?' Her
voicewasfaint. "Tel mewhat happened in the north.”

"No," Mohammed said, raising his head up and looking out the window at the bougainvilleaand jasmine
inthe garden. "This house makesmy heart sck.”

* % %

The sound of crickets chirping echoed off broken gray rock. A boot made of tooled kid leather with
small slver studs passed over the stones. A man of amost fifty climbed the side of the mountain under a
blazing sun. He wore along desert robe of tan and white, with a burnoose wrapped around his head. His
features were strong— afierce nose jutted over athick bushy black beard. His hands, large and scarred
with the artifacts of many battles, were adark brown and grasped at the stones to pull himself up over a
ledge. The man's face was bleak, for his heart was grestly troubled.

The peak rose at the side of adeep, broad valley. The summit was bare of trees, though covered with
scattered gray shrubs and thorny bushes. Great boulders littered the face of the mountain, al showing
deep cracks and crevices where the merciless sun and wind had broken them down. A perfectly clear
blue sky rose above the mountain, anchored by the white disk of the sun. There was little wind to break
the tremendous hegt of the day. Grave crunched under the man'sfoot, and the ill, hot air wasfilled with
the voices of bees and crickets.

The man passed undernesth acliff of stone, covered with small spiky plants bearing tiny whiteflowers. In
the bare fragment of shade that the cliff endowed, a scrub bush with dark red bark was growing.
Triangular waxy leaves covered the branches. The man pushed through the thicket at the base of the cliff
and climbed up a narrow passage between the stones. At the top the rocks were hot with the radiance of
the sun. Now he could see the summit of the mountain, atilted pile of barren stone and cracked rock.
Theair was heavy and hat, like amourning cloth.

From the mountaintop, the whole world lay below the man in avast sweep of desert and mountain and
hills. The valey below him seemed far away, filled with afaint bluish haze from the cook fires of the
villages and the city. No clouds could be seen in all that gigantic expanse of sky. The bowl of heaven
shaded from adusty bone near the horizon to atremendoudy deep Chin blue overhead. The sun,
gtanding high in the sky, was a bright flare of white. Beneath hisfeet, the mountain dept in the heet of the
day. Here, exposed on dl sides, was a breeze at last, ruffling his cloak and robes. He stood straight, his
walking cane at one Side, and dowly turned to survey the entire world.

The land was arumpled quilt of flat plateaus and deep wadi cut by summer thunderstorms. Low



mountai ns spiked up out of barren plains of sat pan and rocky fields. No green thing intruded into the
sere desolation save below, within the shelter of the valley and the walls of the city. The man turned back,
away from the openness of the desert. The valey waslong and narrow, with hills marching close on
ether sde and mountains rising behind them. Here, there was green, carefully tended and watched over.
At the wells and dlong the dash of the streambeds, small fields and orchards sprouted from the
gray-and-tan soil. He looked southwest, dong the length of the valley of Makkah, and could, at the edge
of vision, make out the green of the oasis of the Zam-Zam. There was a deep well there, surrounded by
pools and temples.

The man sat, hislegs swinging off the edge of the great dab of sandstone.

* % %

The man lay on the mountaintop, his eyes closed, the heet of the sun burning on his skin. The hot wind
continued to whisper across him, plucking a his deeves. Hislipswere badly chapped, and his skin had
become cold, even in the heat of the day. The walking cane lay by hisside, thrown down. Even with his
eydids closed, he could see the brilliant blue sky above him. He hid in old memories.

Act!

The man's head twitched alittle to one side, though his mind had wandered far from his body and the
sound of avoicein theair around him took along timeto register. The sound hung inthe air, clear and
ringing from the rocks like the chime of agresat bell.

Act!

The man's eyesfluttered open, and then he turned his head to one side, away from the merciless sun. His
lips moved, but no sound came out. For an instant, he thought that he could see himself asif looking

down from above, a battered disheartened man of later middle age, lying on sunbaked stones at the top
of amountain. Then he could fed the hot wind on hisarms and legs and taste dust in his mouith.

Act!

The man levered himsdlf up on one elbow and, squinting, looked around. Only sky and boulders wereto
be seen. The mountaintop was empty. Thewind died, leaving agresat sillness.

"Who isthere?' The man's voice was plaintive and weak, barely awhisper.

| amhere. | amin all things. Prostrate yourself, man, and listen.

The man tried to stand, but hislegsfailed him and hefdl down. He bent his head, trying to use hisarms
to raise himsdlf up. The rock beneath him crumbled, and his hands dipped. A sharp pain sparked on his
forehead where the rock face cut it.

"What are you?' Hisvoice was even weake.

Listen, man, you whom the Lord of the World made from clots of blood, do you know Hiswill?

"Who are you?"' the man tried to shout, but there was no breath left in his body.



Do you make obeisance to Him, who made all that is? Do you render Him respect? Come to Him,
and listen, and know Hiswill in all things.

The man whimpered, his hands twitching uncontrollgbly.

Do you seethat thereis evil in the world? Evil that defies the Lord of the World, that stains His
perfect creation?

An image blossomed in the man's mind, horribly rea and asfresh asthe day he had first seenit. The
man's body jerked with spasms.

A dark shape moved on a plain of sandy stones. A great host of men, their spears glittering in the
morning light, pressed about the walls of a strong place. The man, clad in bright armor, stood at
the summit of a great tower of ashlar stone and fitted granite blocks. The dark shape raised a fist,
and the air shook with the roar of unheard words. The man on the tower shouted defiance back
into that tremendous sound. A whir| of stones and dust and the bones of the dead skittered across
the plain before the army. It grew and grew, until it loomed over the rampart and the man in the
tower knew fear. A shape blurred out of the air, enormous and given an impossible outline. The
earth shook at its step. The man screamed at his soldiers to flee, to abandon the tower. It was too
late. The thing in the air roared and swung down its fist. Sone blocks taller than a man shattered
like porcelain under the blow. The tower toppled to one side, and the man threw himself off, out
into the air. Wind rushed past, whipping his hair and then there was a stunning blow as he hit the
street. The earth shook again, and the man looked up, seeing the whole tower sliding toward him.

* % %

The man sobbed, hisbody aching with pain at the memory that had welled up in hismind.

Act! Submit to the will of your Lord and strive against this, or all your race will be the playthings
of hidden powers. Act! You know what must be done.

The man shuddered, his entire body twitching furioudy, then helay still on the broad surface of the greeat
boulder that crowned the mountaintop. After amoment the wind rose again, rattling the leaves of the
thornbushes and blowing sand and grit across him.

TheHarbor of Phospherion, Constantinople

Totheléft," the centurion's whisper drifted down the line of men. Nicholasleaned out alittle, trying to see
the head of thelinein the pressing darkness. There was the dim glow of ashuttered lantern up ahead and
the liquid gleam of itstiny light on water below hisfeet. White breath puffed from Nick's mouth, and he
drew the heavy woolen cloak around his shouldersalittle tighter. The man in front of him moved, the
boards of the dock creaking under hisfeet, and Nicholas shuffled ahead as well. He felt awkward and
heavy in thethick cork-filled armor. He was used to ashirt of close-linked mail, heavy and snug againgt
his chest and on his shoulders. Thisthick padding made him fed enormous and siff.

Another centurion, this one with the Poseidon-blaze of the Imperia fleet on his shoulder, moved past him,
aong the line of men. He carried another lantern and moved quietly down the gangway at the end of the
dock. Above him thelight briefly illuminated the overhanging oar gdleries of the three-banked galey— a
dromon to the Southerners— that they were boarding. Nicholas shivered again, feding achill breeze
gust up off the waters of the Propontis. All around him the docks of the military harbor, nestled under the



wallsof the grest city, werefilled with the muted noise of thousands of men moving quietly.

Nicholas hurried across the gangway when histime came, nervous at the darkness, but once hisfeet
touched the subtly tilting deck of the great oared gdley, his heart camed. Here, on the deck of afighting
ship again for thefirst timein nearly four years, fear and doubt faded away. He stepped to the sde and
looked around. The ninety-foot length of the warship wasfilling up with legionnaires. Great bulwarks of
planks faced with hides covered afighting deck and, below them, three rowing galleries. Nicholas |ooked
down, seeing the white eyes of hundreds of sailors, aready seated at their benches, staring back up at
him. The ship trembled alittle as more and more men clattered over the gangway.

The centurions were herding men &ft, toward the rise of the rear cabin, making themfilein two lineson
either sde of the artillery towersthat rose from the center of the ship. Nicholas shed hiswoolen cloak,
the sensation of cold having dropped from him like leavesin the Scandian fall, and rolled it up. He swung
out dong the edge of the bulwark and hooked an arm around a stanchion. Below him the sailorswere
gossiping and arguing among themsalves. Warm air, heeted by three hundred bodiesin the gdlery,
billowed up through the opening. Nicholas began working hisway forward aong the narrow walkway.

The gangplank was hauled back to the dock, and thick hawsers were pulled back aboard and coiled. A
soft tapping sound echoed through the rowing galery, and the sailorsfell quiet. There was arustle of men
finding position on the benches and a creak asthey tested the oarsin thelocks. A soft piping note came
from theflautist at the head of the rowing gallery. The oarsmen took hold of the oars, making arattle of
great wooden shafts. Nicholas reached the crosswalkway of thefirst artillery tower, where therewas a
break in the outer wall of the ship.

Creaking, the galey moved, dowly at first, astwo longboats filled with oars-men began towing it away
from the dock, out into the harbor basin. The shore receded, becoming ablur of faint lights at the
waterline, and then avast unseen bulk of darknessthat wasthe seawdll of the city; high above, aglittering
range of lights on the upper battlements. The massive towers sudded aong that long line were ablaze
with pitch torches and lanterns. A sulfurous glow surrounded the summit of each tower; bonfires
wrapped in mist and fog rising from the cold waters of the Golden Horn. Nicholas leaned out, smelling
the seaand feding cold fresh air on hisface.

In the darkness he smiled, his heart glad to be afl oat, with the quiver of adeck under hisfeet, preparing
to speed to war. The longboats released the tow-lines and broke away from the prow of the gdley. The
flute player sounded two sharp notes, and the sailors ran the long ashwood oars out of the locks. The
grest |eaf-shaped blades dipped into the water, then, in one motion, stroked dowly backward. Nicholas
fdt the ship come fully aive under hisfeet, and now afera grin gplit hisfeatures. Theflautist caled again,
marking the beat of the oars, and the three hundred-legged beast did forward across the dark waters,
quiet as some great hunting cat.

Around the dromon, in the predawn darkness, the dim, bobbing lights of ahundred other galleys of the
Imperia fleet dso crept forward. The wind out of the north picked up alittle, luffing the sails as the ships
turned out of the mouth of the Horn and into the wider body of the Propontisitsalf. Dawn would come
soon, cregping over therim of the world.

* % %

It had been a smdll, mean room with only asingle lantern to push back the shadows. Nicholas entered
and sat down; hisface hdf twisted into agrin. He thought it was funny that the men he worked for found
it necessary to hide their doingsin dolorous places. Most citizens of the Empire wouldn't have noticed if



they had discussed their businessin the Forum. They never gppreciated the humor of it. Sergius certainly
did not. The tribune was one of the efficient, vigorous ones. The Empire Is Our Duty. Our Duty Isthe
Empire.

"Y ou're better, then?"

Nicholas nodded. He hedled quickly, though he tended to scar. Parts of hisback ill felt like bubbled
glass where lash marks had healed badly. The hold of a Dansk reaver was a poor place to convalesce.
Sergius rubbed the end of his nose, considering some parchment sheets on the rickety table between
them.

"The offices here are overstaffed,” said the tribune, scowling at the roster. "Y ou've been detached from
cleanup to fieldwork." He pushed a chit acrossthe table. Nicholas picked it up and turned it over. The
fired clay chip had apair of fish painted on it with black ink.

"The navy has some business coming up in aday or two. Report to them.”
Sergius paused, squinting a Nicholas. "Y ou can swim, can't you?"'

Nicholas grinned, showing fine white teeth. In the Empire, to career Legion men like Sergius, duty ona
fighting gdlley was akin to aterm in prison. Why should Nicholastell him that the flat, tepid water of the
Inner Seawas like some overlarge bath to those who had earned a place at the oars of the Stormlord?

"Il manage. Isthisa punishment detail ?'
"For what? For letting that bastard Otholarix get past you?'

Nicholas shrugged, looking away. He had dawdled on hisway to the Wall. The smdl and filth of the
great city might repel him, but that did not mean there were not interesting diversonswithin thewdls. A
tinge of guilt touched him, though, thinking of the equites who had been cut down in the fight at the gate.

Sergius tapped the tabletop with awooden stylus. ™Y ou've had some good notes, lad, from your other
commanders. I've no complaints about your work until this business a the gate. Do well for the navy and
well put you back on shore.”

Nicholas nodded, but he could not pretend he wanted "shore work™ any more than afighting berth on a
ship of war. Ten years of hislife, before kin-feud and jealousy had driven him from the Dansk court, had
been spent on drakenships. How was murdering or kidnapping politica opponents of the Empire any
different from raiding the Caedonian or Hibernian shore? He felt avague dissatisfaction.

* % %

Mists parted, and the iron beak of the ship nosed out of awall of dim gray. Nicholas hung on therail of
the fighting platform, peering forward through the murk. The fog muffled sound and made the quiet splash
of thelong oarsin the water seem faint and distant. The sun had risen at last, and the mist was beginning
to burn away. The Imperid fleet barely moved, creeping forward through the fog bank. The sound of a
hobnailed boot on the decking made the Scandian turn.

Another soldier sivung up onto the bulwark and pulled himself to the rail. Nicholas nodded politely at
him, hiding afrown. The man was stocky and of middling height, with thick black hair hanging heavily



around his head and shoulders. Unlike most of the men on the ship, he was not wearing ahelmet. Bushy
eyebrows crowded over his muddy brown eyes, and though his skin was fair and even pae, he seemed a
dark and brooding sort. "Grestings,” thefelow said, hisdark eyesidly drifting over Nick's clothing,
armor, weapons, hands. "'l am Vladimir of Carpathos— and you?"

Nicholas frowned openly now, and lifted hishead alittle, pointing with his chin a the shirt of heavy iron
rings that the soldier wore under atunic of deep green wool. Copper wire bound the rings— each the
gzeof a solidus— to aleather backing. He was obvioudy no sailor.

"Y ou ever go swimmingin that?'

Vladimir shook hisheed, dlowing abrief and brilliantly white smilein the shade of hisnestly trimmed
mustache and beard. "Hate the water, mysdlf, try to stay away fromit asmuch as| can. I've heard it
brings disease and sickness.”

Nicholas grunted, something closeto alaugh, and nodded his head over therail. "Seemsamighty lot of it
about. Y ou volunteer for our little trip thismorning?”

"No, | try to avoid getting killed,” VIadimir said, shaking his head and leaning easily on the heavy wooden
planking that ran dong the top of the bulwark. He grinned. Y ou?"

"Can't say as| did," Nick muttered, turning to the rail himsalf. "Not beyond saying I'd put my sword to
the defense of the city. Y ou plan on waking home if something happensto thistub?"

Vladimir looked down and fingered the weighty armor. His thumbswere thick, too, and gnarled like old
roots sunk into arocky cleft. He smiled again, an dmost shy expression. "Oh, | guessit would be hard to
sviminthis... I'd fed naked without it, though.”

Nicholas nodded, scratching at an itch at the base of his neck. He felt naked, too, without his good chain
mail— but the cork doublet wasfar better for thiskind of work. It had been good enough for generations
of Roman marines, and it was good enough for him.

"Know thefeding— just stay in the middle of the ship. They'll be plenty of fight for everyone oncethe
mist burns off."

Vladimir nodded and shuffled hisfeet on the deck, looking for good purchase. Nicholas got a momentary
impression of astag in the deep forest, pawing at the loamy soil and snorting at the Sight of ariva buck.
The Scandian cocked his head alittle to one side— there was something odd about the Northerner.
Nicholas guessed he was Russ, or maybe Sarmatian— though he did not have Hunnic features, so
maybe he hailed from the back woods someplace beyond the rule of the Great Khan. Clad in dark
colors, inthisdim light the man seemed solid and as natural as a stone— but something about hisface
seemed ephemerd.

Nicholas shook his head in disgust; there wastimefor idle speculation later. The ship under him quivered
suddenly, and a double note from the flute signaled for the banks of oarsto lift and hang poised over the
oily blue-black waters.

"What isit?" Vladimir's voice dropped, becoming alow whisper.

"The Pergans," Nicholas guessed doud. "I heard that some of the high priest's men learned they would



try acrossng today, on thefestiva."

Vladimir tested the release on his blade. From the corner of his eye, Nicholas caught aglimpse of ared
leather hilt with abone handle and the dull gleam of old worn iron. Brunhilde trembled under hisown
fingers, feather-light on her pommel. Above them, on thefighting tower, wasa clink asthick glassjugs
were carefully moved about. A windlass cranked, its gears muffled by cloths. The dromon drifted inthe
migt, diding dowly on the strong current that came from the Sea of Darkness. Above, through the murk,
the sun was a pae orange disk. Nicholas squinted up— yes, the fog was thinning quickly. In minutesit
would be gone. "Soon," he breathed, and crouched alittle behind the bulwark. "Get down abit,” he said
to Vladimir. "Thesethings dways start with sharp objects flying through the air. Our turn will come,
though, oncewerein thethick of it."

"Oh," Vladimir said